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ABSTRACT 
Alumni participation in the life of an institution is more important now than ever before 
as state and federal funding continue to shrink and alumni are called on for financial support and 
to serve as resources for current students.  Institutional leaders are hard-pressed to bring in 
external revenue to bridge the gap as budgets shrink to successfully balance operational costs 
(Barr & McClellan, 2011), which is done mostly through fundraising efforts targeted toward 
parents of students, alumni and often current students before they graduate to establish a culture 
of philanthropy.  This need for external revenue increases the necessity for engaged alumni to 
assume the increasingly important role of financially supporting their alma maters to maintain 
financial well-being, both present day and long into the future (Johnson & Eckel, 1998; Monks, 
2003; Wunnava & Lauze, 2001).  Not all alumni are inclined to remain involved or support their 
alma maters for a variety of reasons, and alumni relations personnel are tasked with engaging 
alumni through various opportunities to strengthen their relationship with the institution with the 
hopeful intent to create prospective lifelong donors (Wunnava & Lauze, 2001).    
The purpose of this qualitative study was to better understand students’ perceptions 
regarding their future role as alumni, their expectations of the institution in facilitating the 
alumni role, and what they believed would be their relationship with the institution following 
graduation.  The vast majority of research regarding alumni engagement and giving behavior has 
been quantitative, which sheds light on only part of the phenomenon and limits the general body 
of knowledge.  Quantitative studies have looked at demographic variables of engaged alumni 
who give back to their alma mater, but such studies have not provided detailed insight into how 
 vii 
the student experience affects behavior as alumni and how students develop an understanding of 
their role as alumni.  Qualitative research can help uncover some of the personal beliefs students 
have about the alumni experience, which will provide a stronger foundation for future 
quantitative studies as potential hypotheses develop for later testing. 
At the conclusion of this study, 11 participants completed in-depth interviews through 
either face-to-face or online interviews, sharing invaluable information regarding their 
expectations and perceptions regarding life after graduation.  This study revealed that graduating 
seniors’ perceptions and expectations regarding their role and relationship with their alma mater 
as alumni remain uncertain due to a lack of knowledge about alumni life.  Nonetheless, students 
shared positive feelings regarding giving and getting involved as alumni—especially in terms of 
their preference of giving their time over money to the institution.  By understanding students’ 
perceptions about their anticipated relationship following graduation, institutions can best 
identify where in the student experience to educate students about their role as alumni and 
understand what students expect when they become alumni.  All of this can be done before they 
transition to alumnihood in order to tailor services, benefits, and activities to effectively engage 
alumni in ways they want, meeting both the expectations of the institution and the greater alumni 
body.  As the first qualitative study from the student perspective regarding their anticipated 
alumni role, relationship with the institution, and inclination to give and get involved, this study 
provides a salient starting point for determining how best to prepare future alumni for life after 
graduation. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 
Introduction  
Colleges and universities invest significant time and resources during the admissions 
recruitment process to ensure they attract prospective students who will most likely succeed if 
they matriculate at a given institution.  However, institutions are finding greater success when 
enrollment management engages students throughout their entire time at an institution and not 
only during recruitment (Miller, Bender, Schuh & Associates, 2005).  Substantial attention has 
focused on assimilating new students into colleges and universities to increase persistence as 
measured by retention and graduation rates, but little emphasis has been placed on what students 
expect of their institutions (Miller et al., 2005), neither as students nor alumni, or during the 
transition from student to alumnihood (Gardner, Van der Veer & Associates, 1998; Pistilli, Taub 
& Bennett, 2003).  Institutions are better able to address gaps in expectations and experiences if 
they first identify them, which will likely enhance the student experience (Miller et al., 2005).  
With preparation for life after graduation at the heart of the educational experience, institutions 
must foster student success in the first year with the goal of student persistence, as well as foster 
success leading up to the senior year with the goal of long-term alumni engagement (Gardner et 
al., 1998).  Given the current higher education landscape, one of “institutional accountability, 
declining legislative support, and public dissatisfaction with high tuition costs,” it is critical for 
institutions to prepare students for lifelong relationships as alumni and not only hand them a 
diploma at the end of their four years (Gardner et al., 1998, p. xi).  Alumni participation in the 
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life of an institution is more important now than ever before as state and federal funding 
continues to shrink and alumni are called on for financial support and to serve as resources for 
current students—all the while role modeling various forms of alumni engagement to current 
students.  Gardner et al. (1998) posed the question, “Based on their student experiences, will 
today’s graduates embody a sense of responsibility and obligation to support the future 
development of our institutions in their new role as alumni?” (p. 3).  However, as crucial as 
Gardner’s question was, it has mostly remained unanswered.  Students’ expectations regarding 
their relationship with the institution after graduation are never determined—quite possibly 
leaving expectations unfulfilled, which may negatively impact perceptions concerning the 
institution and the likelihood of alumni engagement.   
Financial shortfalls continue to have a detrimental impact on higher education institutions 
as federal, state, and local governments reduce funding, causing internal increases in tuition and 
financial aid expenditures.  Institutional leaders are hard-pressed to bring in external revenue to 
bridge the gap as budgets shrink to successfully balance operational costs (Barr & McClellan, 
2011), which is done mostly through fundraising efforts targeted toward parents of students, 
alumni, and often current students before they graduate to establish a culture of philanthropy.  
This need for external revenue increases the necessity for engaged alumni to assume the 
increasingly important role of financially supporting their alma maters to maintain financial well-
being, both present day and long into the future (Johnson & Eckel, 1998; Monks, 2003; 
Wunnava & Lauze, 2001).  According to the Voluntary Support of Education Survey, in 2017 
four-year institutions solicited approximately 54.4 million college alumni for charitable 
contributions, resulting in $11.37 billion or 26.1 percent of private gifts made to higher education 
institutions (Kaplan, 2018).  A loyal alumni body and strategic engagement initiatives targeted to 
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alumni are critical to creating a pipeline of potential donors to help support institutional needs, 
including funds to provide scholarship aid, complete academic and physical enhancements, and 
remain competitive in recruiting top-notch faculty and students.  Current students need to 
understand the path from students to alumni, and “ideally as students enter an institution, they 
should realize that they will someday become their alma mater’s alumni” (Johnson & Eckel, 
1998, p. 230).  Alumni who had positive student experiences are more likely to become involved 
and financially contribute when asked (Baade & Sundberg, 1996; Clotfelter, 2003; Gaier, 2005; 
McAlexander & Koenig, 2001; McDearmon & Shirley; 2009; Monks, 2003; Sun, Hoffman & 
Grady, 2007).  Equally, alumni who are dissatisfied with their student experience may be less 
inclined to become engaged (Gallo & Husbschman, 2003; Johnson & Eckel, 1998).  
Interestingly, it is the student experiences closest to graduation that influence alumni perceptions 
most, and, once a student has graduated, changing a contrary opinion is quite tricky, if not 
altogether impossible (Johnson & Eckel, 1998).  
The majority of new graduates are often poorly informed about how or why involvement 
as alumni is critical, the ways they can remain involved with their alma maters (Johnson & 
Eckel, 1998), and the benefits and services available for alumni (Allenby, 2014).  Many times 
when students transition from “alumni-in-residence” to alumnihood, this is the end of their 
relationship with the institution and years may pass before alumni are ever engaged, if at all 
(Johnson & Eckel, 1998).  Not all alumni are inclined to remain involved or support their alma 
maters for a variety of reasons, and alumni relations personnel are tasked with engaging alumni 
through various opportunities to strengthen their relationship with the institution with the hopeful 
intent to create prospective lifelong donors (Wunnava & Lauze, 2001).  As an added challenge, 
alumni bodies are a group of individuals whose campus experiences, differing interests, attitudes, 
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points of connection, and perceptions of the institution make it difficult to appeal to everyone 
(Johnson & Eckel, 1998).  Alumni feelings about their student experience most greatly affect 
their continued engagement with the institution after graduation (Gaier, 2005, Hoyt, 2004; 
Johnson & Eckel, 1998; Monks, 2003; Sun et al., 2007).  Much like students who are unhappy 
with their undergraduate experience do not persist or transfer out, dissatisfied alumni do not 
engage in alumni activities or support the institution financially (Gallo & Hubschman, 2003).  
Though alumni engagement professionals are responsible for engaging alumni, they are not 
involved in the decision-making regarding programs that will influence the student experience to 
educate future alumni on their role or to foster positive feelings toward the institution once they 
have transitioned from students to alumni (Vanderbout, 2010).  According to Singer and Hughey 
(2002), “alumni are merely students who have graduated” and the same programming efforts to 
nurture and engage student leaders easily transfers over to alumni engagement programming (p. 
51).  Understanding student expectations regarding alumni engagement, specifically in the senior 
year, will provide administrators the opportunity to enhance the student experience to create 
more educated and engaged alumni long before they graduate, as well as successfully meet their 
future expectations as alumni.    
Rationale and Statement of the Problem  
The importance of alumni engagement has increased in many ways as resources at higher 
education institutions across the country are strained.  Alumni are the lifeblood of colleges and 
universities in that, if the relationship is cultivated and stewarded effectively, they can serve as 
partners for the institution in a variety of capacities including political advocacy, career 
development, student recruitment, philanthropy, and young alumni outreach (Forbes, 2014; 
Johnson & Eckel, 1998; Singer & Hughey, 2002; Weerts & Ronca, 2007).  Alumni have a 
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personal stake in ensuring the institution succeeds because the value of their degree will 
simultaneously increase as the institution’s reputation strengthens.  Alumni contributions are 
imperative because alumni support provides greater institutional financial independence and 
flexibility than that of tuition and government funding.  Alumni bodies grow every year, 
increasing the potential for more engaged alumni and possible donations.  The cost of higher 
education has continued to increase since the 1970s at a rate faster than family incomes and 
inflation, causing a heightened sensitivity to tuition prices and increased student loan debt 
(Allenby, 2014; Mulugetta, Nash & Murphy, 1999).  Unfortunately, limited new sources of 
revenue exist aside from private donations and increases in tuition.  Alumni giving percentages 
are often critical in obtaining outside funding because such statistics are highly regarded by 
rankings, accrediting agencies, and foundations as an indication of alumni belief in the future 
success of the institution (Drezner, 2011).  Allenby (2014) stressed the importance of alumni 
giving participation rates, which are considered a barometer of alumni satisfaction and used for 
institutional rankings.  Rankings impact funding because they “create reputation; reputation 
affects enrollment, and enrollment affects tuition revenue” (p. 28).  If alumni are not committed 
enough to their alma maters to provide support, then institutions cannot expect others to have 
that level of commitment (DiBiaggio, 1995).  Tuition is the revenue-generating engine at private 
institutions and is becoming increasingly more critical to public schools (Barr & McClellan, 
2010).  Fundraising for external revenue to fill the gap between institutional and governmental 
provided dollars will continue to become more significant to every institution’s long-term 
sustainability, regardless of type or mission.  Institutions need to position themselves effectively 
for external funding opportunities to remain competitive and relevant, and alumni can help do 
this if their relationship with the institution after graduation is nurtured.  
  6 
While private donations come from a variety of sources, including foundations and 
corporations, alumni are the most natural and fitting prospects for providing philanthropic 
support to their alma maters because they have already made a significant investment and have 
an established lifelong affinity (Lauer, 2006).  According to the Voluntary Support of Education 
Survey, in 2017 alumni contributed $11.37 billion or 26.1 percent of total charitable gifts to 
higher education institutions—a 14.5 percent increase from the prior year (Kaplan, 2018).  The 
total number of private alumni gifts to higher education institutions is an impressive achievement 
for institutional advancement offices due to growing competition for charitable dollars across a 
variety of non-profit industries, as there are approximately 1.5 million nonprofit organizations in 
the United States.  However, as institutions raise more money, they are doing so by relying on 
“mega-gifts”—those in the range of approximately $10 million—from fewer, wealthier donors, 
which is indicative of the challenge of growing alumni bases and the inability to effectively, 
engage millennial alumni (Scutari, 2017).  In his study, Charles Clotfelter (2001) found that half 
of the donations given by alumni come from just one percent of an institution’s alumni body.  An 
added challenge to engaging alumni is an institution’s ability to maintain accurate and up-to-date 
contact information.  Due to the various ways of communicating with alumni, it is critical to 
keep good records—and, technology does help with the acquisition of updated information.  
Institutions with a higher alumni participation rate have a high ratio of alumni of record to total 
enrollment (Kaplan, 2018).  Alumni giving participation rates will continue to decline as alumni 
bodies grow faster than the number of new alumni donors (Allenby, 2014).        
Government funding cutbacks are leveling the playing field for both private and public 
institutions as they both seek new sources of revenue that were traditionally specific to each 
institution type.  For example, public institutions are turning to fundraising to increase revenue, 
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while privates are trying to identify new sources of public funding (Lauer, 2006).  Alternative 
sources of private giving consist of donations made by individuals, foundations, corporations, 
and other nongovernment organizations, and the proportion of non-tuition revenue varies greatly 
across institution type (Kaplan, 2018; Monks, 2003).  The need to engage alumni is even more 
significant at private institutions that have not traditionally received large amounts of 
government funding, and do not have sizable endowments or longstanding traditions of alumni 
giving.  Alumni support at private institutions is critical to meet operating expenses, strengthen 
endowments, and accelerate comprehensive campaigns (Holmes, 2009).  For established, 
selective private institutions, past alumni generosity manifests in the endowment resulting in a 
sizable income for institutions to use in the present (Monks, 2003).  Today, the average four-year 
college and university endowment is $128 million (Mulhere, 2018) and is a direct result of 
successful fundraising efforts.  However, large endowments do not necessarily provide a long-
term solution because hefty deficits deplete them, which forces institutions to make cost-cutting 
decisions (e.g., eliminating programs, reducing staff, etc.) that may negatively impact 
institutional quality—increasing the challenges for private institutions that cannot justify high 
tuition rates (Lauer, 2006).  
Given the size of alumni bodies and their continued growth, institutional increases in 
alumni giving rates through fundraising efforts may not yield significant changes immediately 
because acquiring new donors takes time (Lauer, 2006).  While the total amount given to higher 
education institutions is impressive, the actual percentage of alumni giving leaves significant 
room for improvement.  According to the Council for Aid to Education, 18 percent of alumni 
gave to colleges and universities in 1990 (Allenby, 2014), but that number fell to only 7.8 
percent in 2017 (Kaplan, 2018).  The alumni giving rate is likely to continue falling because 
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millennials, the generation born between 1980 and 2000, do not necessarily have institutional 
loyalty or prioritize giving to their alma maters (O’Neil, 2014).  According to The Chronicle of 
Philanthropy’s Millennial Alumni Study, fewer than half of millennials have given to their alma 
mater, and three-fourths said they would donate elsewhere before their institution (O’Neil, 
2014).  This finding is consistent with the 2013 Millennial Impact Report, which found 
millennials give first to organizations they are passionate about, instead of their institutions, 
because they want to have a more significant impact (Achieve, 2013).  Additionally, millennials 
consider their time and money to have equal value in terms of charitable giving (Thayer & 
Derrick, 2016).  Alumni, across all generations, have other interests competing for their 
philanthropic dollars, putting their alma maters lower on their charitable giving lists.  However, 
understanding the interests and expectations of millennials will behoove any institution, as this 
group, in particular, is different from other generations (Bourke & Mechler, 2010; Miller et al., 
2005; Howe & Strauss, 2003; Thayer & Feldmann, 2016).  
Having simply graduated from an institution does not guarantee active alumni 
involvement or philanthropic support in the years following graduation.  Often graduates know 
very little about alumni engagement and the importance of continued involvement, posing a 
significant challenge because today’s students will become tomorrow’s alumni and they are often 
not educated on their critical role in advancing the institution (Johnson & Eckel, 1998).  Students 
are not aware that institutions are non-profits and, in fact, are charitable organizations or that 
their relationship is not over once they have completed their degree (Wastyn, 2009).  Alumni 
engagement and giving are strongly connected to satisfaction with the undergraduate student 
experience and the extent to which graduates have positive feelings that the institution 
contributed to their success (Clotfelter, 2001; Hoyt, 2004; Johnson & Eckel, 1998; Monks, 
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2003).  Often at tuition-driven institutions, usually those with smaller endowments, the emphasis 
is on meeting enrollment goals related to class size and first-to-second year retention rates, but 
the emphasis, in part, should also include developing future alumni throughout the entire 
undergraduate experience, across all department areas (Kuh, 1998; Singer & Hughey, 2002).  
The relationship goes full circle once students become alumni, and everything they experienced 
in their academic careers impacts their perceptions of the institution as alumni (Johnson & Eckel, 
1998).  Because the importance of alumni contributions is so critical, Mulugetta et al. (1999) 
posed the question to alumni: “What, if anything, can institutions do to nurture and reinforce the 
values that will encourage undergraduates to support their institutions either financially or 
through volunteer efforts after graduation?” (p. 62).  They found the answer to be quite simple: 
institutional commitment.  Institutions must invest in the long-term success of students and 
demonstrate concern for what happens to them long after graduation if they want them to one 
day play an active role in the life of the institution as alumni (Sun et al., 2007).  Gardner et al. 
(1998) stated, “if faculty fail to demonstrate concern for students’ careers and the institution fails 
to communicate a desire to stay connected,” then fundraising efforts will be significantly 
hampered (p. 11).  Given that alumni donations and involvement is closely tied to the student 
experience, administrators need to understand future alumni expectations of the institution as 
students to ensure satisfaction, and lifelong engagement and commit to creating a culture of 
philanthropy before graduation.  
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this qualitative study was to better understand students’ perceptions 
regarding their future role as alumni, their expectations of the institution in facilitating the 
alumni role, and what they believe will be their relationship with the institution following 
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graduation.  To date, no studies regarding alumni engagement have been conducted from the 
student perspective, but have instead focused only on alumni perspectives.  Furthermore, the vast 
majority of studies have been quantitative, and by using a qualitative design, this study explored 
student perceptions and expectations in greater depth.  Interestingly, given the integral role 
philanthropy and fundraising have played in American higher education, the topic is one of the 
least studied in the field that is rooted in theoretical and conceptual frameworks, and the limited 
literature available is written for fundraisers (Drezner, 2011).  By understanding students’ 
perceptions about their anticipated relationship following graduation, institutions can best 
identify where in the student experience to educate students about their role as alumni and 
understand what students expect when they become alumni.  All of this can be done before they 
transition to alumnihood in order to tailor services, benefits, and activities to effectively engage 
alumni in ways they want, meeting both the expectations of the institution and the greater alumni 
body.  
Conceptual Framework  
 While several theories for studying current students’ perceptions and expectations 
regarding alumni engagement are available, including social exchange theory, expectancy 
theory, and, specific to higher education, Astin’s involvement theory, the selected framework for 
this study is psychological contract theory (PCT) as it relates most directly to students’ perceived 
expectations.  A classic within organizational/industrial psychology, PCT posits that a 
psychological contract is “the perception of an exchange agreement between oneself and another 
party and the perception of mutuality, not necessarily mutuality” is at the heart of the theory 
(Rousseau, 1998, p. 665).  Psychological contracts are exchanges because they involve agreed 
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upon promises and mutual obligations and are composed of views and opinions, which may 
differ on both sides (Howard, 2005).  Additionally, the promises and obligations are understood 
within the social context where they were developed, and the social group determines 
interpretations (Rousseau, 1998).  While psychological contracts are cognitive structures rooted 
in psychology, they also reflect social experiences (Rousseau, 2011, p. 194) and are constructed 
“upon the formation of mental models or schemas, which help people, through interpretation and 
inference, to fill in the blanks created from missing information” (Howard, 2005, pp. 24-25).    
Psychological contracts are not static—they are dynamic and change during an individual’s 
relationship with the other person or entity (Howard, 2005).  According to Howard (2005), three 
conditions are necessary for PCT to be applicable within a specific setting: (1) an explicit formal, 
written, or contractual relationship; (2) a reciprocal exchange of things of value; and (3) 
subjective interpretations of the terms and conditions of the arrangement.  Psychological 
contracts develop within a variety of settings, such as “employment to customer-firm relations to 
doctor-patient interactions,” through either written or unwritten agreements (Rousseau, 1998, p. 
666).  Perhaps most importantly, a breach in contract occurs when the perception ensues that one 
person has failed to fulfill the agreed upon commitments (Howard, 2005; Rousseau, 2011).  
When a person feels a violation has occurred, he or she is “at risk of disengagement, lack of trust 
in the institution, or attrition” (Howard, 2005, p. 27).  At the time of this study, the expectations 
of graduating seniors were largely unknown, and this study helped identify the constructs that 
influence their perceptions about alumni life.  The diagram below depicts an example of a 
psychological contract between a student and his or her institution and possible constructs 
affecting perceptions about alumni engagement.    
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Figure 1 – Student-Institution Psychological Contract 
Given the required conditions, PCT is certainly applicable to the student-institution 
relationship in higher education, as well as the alumni experience as an extension of the student 
experience.  Furthermore, the relationship institutions have with alumni are lifelong agreements, 
offering reciprocal benefits.  Howard (2005) affirmed understanding students’ attitudes and 
expectations should be at the forefront of every institution’s planning when designing the 
educational experience to close the gap between student and institutional expectations.  He 
stated, “if students expect certain things to be true, they will operate in a manner consistent with 
those expectations.  If we don’t know what those expectations are, we will certainly be less 
effective in the goals that we have set for ourselves as educators” (Howard, 2005, p. 32), and this 
is critical when determining how to engage alumni in the life of an institution after graduation.   
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Research Questions 
 The purpose of this qualitative interview study was to explore student perceptions 
regarding alumni engagement, their expectations of the institution in facilitating their role as 
alumni, and what they believe will be their relationship with an institution following graduation.  
This research is guided by the following questions: 
1. What do students expect their roles to be as alumni?  
a. In what ways do students want to be included in the life of the institution as 
alumni?  
b. What opportunities for engagement do students expect the institution to provide 
them as alumni?  
c. What do students expect from the institution regarding supporting them in their 
roles as alumni?  
2. What do students expect will be their relationship with the institution as alumni?  
3. How do students describe their inclination to become actively engaged alumni? 
a. What would influence students’ decisions to give financially (support) to their 
alma mater as alumni? 
b. What would influence students’ decisions to give time (involvement) to their alma 
mater as alumni?  
c. What do students perceive to be their responsibility to their alma mater as alumni?  
4. To what extent do perceptions and expectations for alumni life differ between actively 
involved students and those who are not involved? 
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The research questions were designed to encompass the study’s conceptual framework, 
psychological contract theory (PCT), as the foundation for making connections between the 
theory and data collected during inquiry.  PCT focuses on the expectations formed through the 
act of creating an agreement and though the agreement may be informal and not explicit, unmet 
expectations may result in a breach of contract if a student feels the institution did not fulfil its 
obligations.  When using PCT, current researchers typically apply two boundaries.  First, the 
psychological contract “exists at the individual level, in the form of a person’s beliefs regarding 
the terms of his or her exchange relationship with another” (Rousseau, 1998, p. 668).  Second, 
the individual beliefs involve “reciprocal obligations—not expectations alone—to which both the 
individual and the other party are believed to have committed themselves” (Rousseau, 1998, p. 
668).  Through the interview process, student perceptions and expectations regarding life after 
graduation were addressed, as well as identifying and understanding the consequences if the 
psychological contract is broken.  Students may not have enough information to have 
expectations about alumni life at this point in time, but they will provide insight into what 
expectations, either met or unmet, from the student experience influence their perceptions 
regarding alumni engagement.    
Significance of the Study  
As the importance of alumni support continues to become more vital to institutions across 
the country due to the growing reliance on private donations, this study contributes to the 
conversation about alumni involvement and philanthropic support of higher education 
institutions.  It primarily addressed how to increase each by better understanding the perceptions 
and expectations of future alumni in order to strengthen their affinity for the institution, while 
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effectively providing them with services and benefits to meet their needs—thus, increasing their 
satisfaction with the alumni experience.  Just as students are prepared for life after graduation 
regarding career or graduate school plans, they must also be prepared for what it means to be 
alumni (Gardner et al., 1998).  Alumni engagement efforts need to be front-and-center and 
strategic; gone are the days of simply planning programs and hosting events to casually connect 
alumni (Allenby, 2014; Feudo, 1999; Lauer, 2006).  According to Lauer (2006), “alumni 
directors are going to need to come up with creative ways to mobilize the entire force for greater 
support and service” because a committed alumni base is vital to an institution’s future success 
(p. 26).  Philanthropic support has been integral to the success of many early American higher 
education institutions, and this tradition of alumni support is just as important, if not more so, 
today (Drezner, 2011; Drezner & Huehls, 2015).  The millennial generation will present a 
significant challenge to institutions, as this group of alumni is not currently in a place to make 
substantial gifts due to high student loan debt, but they do indicate intentions to give to their 
alma maters in the future (O’Neil, 2014).  It is essential for institutions to engage millennials 
now, in ways they can participate (e.g., volunteering), to cultivate them to make significant 
increases in their giving levels in the future when they have the means to give more (Feldmann 
& Grossnickle, 2011).  Havens and Schervish estimated that more than $10 trillion will transfer 
from one generation to another by 2040 (Rosso, 2003), resulting in between $6 and $25 trillion 
in private donations to charitable organizations (Drezner, 2011).  For this reason, institutions 
need to educate their future alumni, while they are still students, about the importance of alumni 
generosity and how this tradition of giving has supported their very own education, and they too 
should one day plan to support their alma maters once they become alumni (Gardner et al., 
1998).  
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To date, the majority of research studies about alumni involvement and giving have been 
quantitative in that they have sought to identify predictors of alumni behavior and characteristics 
of alumni donors.  Additionally, alumni engagement studies have been conducted from the 
alumni perspective, including the handful of qualitative studies, often asking them to recall their 
feelings as undergraduate students several years later.  Presently, no studies regarding alumni 
engagement have been conducted from the student perspective.  By studying the undergraduate 
student perspective, insight was revealed about how students feel about their alma mater and 
why they would or would not want to provide support as alumni (Mercatoris, 2006; Vanderbout, 
2010).  Additionally, by studying currently enrolled students, an opportunity for a longitudinal 
study exists in that a researcher may follow up with participants at the one, five, and ten-year 
point after graduation to explore involvement as alumni and to see if perceptions have changed, 
as well as to examine the relationship the alumni participants have with their alma mater.  
Furthermore, the findings of this study could change the way alumni engagement works 
with campus partners by encouraging cross-campus collaboration.  Preparing current students for 
life after graduation begins as soon as they enroll at an institution, and everyone across campus 
plays a vital role in educating and nurturing future alumni (Singer & Hughey, 2002).  
Administrative professionals in advancement, academic affairs, career services, and student life 
can work together to identify ways to adjust the curriculum and co-curriculum to prepare 
students for their role as alumni of an institution while they are still enrolled and encourage 
activities to develop loyalty to their alma mater.  Additionally, they may be able to identify 
innovative ways to involve alumni in the life of the institution, to benefit both students and 
alumni.  
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Definition of Terms 
Alma mater—a school, college, or university that a person has attended for a specific period as 
determined by the institution or from which one has graduated. 
Alumna/us—each institution has its own definition of how an alumna/us is defined based on 
specified criteria such as the number of classes or semesters enrolled, or total credit hours 
earned.  At the research site, an alumna/us is a person who completed 36 credit hours at the 
institution. 
Alumni giving percentage—is a ranking indicator U.S. News and World Report uses when 
determining its Best Colleges list.  The average alumni giving rate is defined as the average 
percentage of undergraduate alumni of record who donated money to the college or university.  
The alumni of record are former full- or part-time students who received an undergraduate 
degree and for whom the college or university has a current address.  Graduates who earned only 
a graduate degree are excluded.  The alumni giving rate is calculated by dividing the number of 
alumni donors during a given academic year by the number of alumni of record for that same 
year.  The two most recent years of alumni giving rates that are available are averaged and used 
in the rankings.   
Alumni relations/engagement—the activities and experiences designed to identify, cultivate, 
steward, solicit, and manage gifts of time, talent, and treasure from former students and 
graduates of a given institution in service to the needs of both alumni and alma mater.  Alumni 
relations is the older term representative of the simple task of connecting alumni, but institutions 
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are more recently using alumni engagement since it is representative of the cross-departmental 
activities in which alumni both volunteer and financially contribute.  
Annual gift—gifts donors make in response to yearly requests to support the institution’s current 
operating needs.  Annual gifts are usually solicited through an organized program involving 
direct mail, phonathon, online campaigns, and face-to-face solicitation.  
Development—a process that includes the identification of institutional needs and priorities; the 
identification, cultivation, and involvement of prospective donors; the solicitation of gifts; and 
stewardship intended to continue the donor’s interest and involvement. 
Endowment—funds invested for the long term, with principal remaining intact and only income 
being available for expenditure.  Endowment income is proceeds resulting from the investment 
of endowment funds. 
Expectations—refer to all those things that our past experiences have taught us to realistically 
anticipate.  
Involvement—the amount of physical and psychological energy that the student devotes to the 
academic experience. The construct of student involvement in certain respects resembles a more 
common construct in psychology: motivation. In terms of alumni involvement, this refers to 
alumni actively volunteering with their alma maters by giving their time (e.g., serving on a board 
or advisory council, career services mentor, admissions ambassador, etc.).  
Mutuality—the sharing of a feeling, action, or relationship between two or more parties 
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Philanthropy—a tradition in which individuals contribute, for reasons of altruism, their time and 
financial resources to nonprofit institutions, with the goal of improving society.  
Relationship—the way in which alumni and their alma maters regard and behave toward each 
other.  
Role—a socially expected behavior pattern usually determined by an individual’s status in a 
particular society.  In this study, the role of alumni is to advance and support their alma maters 
by participating in various activities within the life of the institution, as well as by providing 
voluntary monetary support.  The role of alumni is different from that of students and changes 
with the transition to alumnihood.  
Student experience—this is unique to every person, and it is the totality of a student’s interaction 
with an institution defined by levels of satisfaction, involvement, and relationships with faculty 
and staff. 
Support—assistance alumni provide to their undergraduate alma mater through either financial 
contributions or gifts of time and talent. 
Volunteerism—the willingness of private citizens to voluntarily provide their services to a wide 
variety of programs and causes, both in fundraising programs and in other capacities.  
Young alumni—graduates of the last decade, up to ten years out from graduation. 
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Limitations and Delimitations 
Several limitations and delimitations existed in this study.  By using qualitative inquiry, 
the intention was to select a small sample size to provide an emphasis on participants’ responses.  
While this does limit the ability to generalize findings to the large population of undergraduate 
students, the findings are transferable to other contexts by having kept a detailed account of the 
research and decision-making processes throughout the entire study.   
 The data collection was limited to a single institution type—a private university.  Every 
institution attracts its own type of student and, while there may be overlap with other student 
populations, each has its own unique, defining characteristics.  This presents opportunities for 
future studies be conducted at different institution types, including public, liberal arts, HBCU, 
community, and, ideally, their results can be compared across institution types.   
A purposeful sample from only one institution was used limiting the application of 
findings to other institutions.  The institution was a comprehensive, medium-sized private, 
independent university rooted in the liberal arts located in the Southeast U.S.  
Only traditional age—defined as younger than 24 years old—full-time enrolled 
undergraduate students who have attended the research institution their entire time in college, 
either participated in Greek life or any other campus activities, planned to live in Tampa Bay, 
and did not having plans to attend graduate school immediately following graduation were 
included to capture perceptions among students who are more likely to have been provided 
similar student experiences.  Additionally, part-time, specialty, graduate or evening program 
students who were excluded would provide opportunities for future studies and would be quite 
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useful in understanding non-traditional or diverse groups of students’ perceptions and 
expectations.  Moreover, a comparison across specific majors, colleges or athletics teams or 
student groups would prove interesting and useful for future studies.    
Only senior students were included in the study because they are the closest to graduation 
and likely thinking about their transition to alumnihood.  Future studies using first-year students 
could offer the possibility of pre- and post-tests between new students and seniors, allowing 
insight into how perceptions and expectations change throughout the student experience after 
participating in specific programming.   
Only current students were included in the study and their perceptions may be drastically 
different from past student bodies and of those to come.  
Uniformly measuring satisfaction, expectations or motivation to give or get involved after 
graduation is unique to each individual.  Alumni giving was emphasized as an indicator of 
alumni engagement because it is easily measured, whereas other engagement activities are not 
often accurately captured (e.g., advocacy or volunteerism).  However, alumni giving is not the 
only measure of alumni engagement.    
Asking current students to predict how they will engage with the institution as alumni 
may also be a limitation.  At this time in their undergraduate careers, student perceptions 
regarding life after graduation might simply be generalities about what they think it will be like, 
which may be different from what it is actually like.  They may not be able to forecast how their 
engagement with the institution looks at this point in time until they actually experience alumni 
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life.  Additionally, students may not know how they should identify with the institution as 
alumni.  
Exploring students’ perceptions regarding the alumni relationship with the institution 
presents a challenge because the high impact practices that positively affect the student 
experience are linked to people—the faculty and staff of the institution—and not necessarily to 
the institution itself.  Furthermore, the maintenance of students’ relationships with the institution 
transitions to institutional advancement once they become alumni and, until this point, students 
have had no interaction with these staff members, which may make it hard to develop new 
relationships. 
Summary 
Alumni are the lifeblood of every institution.  Presidents, deans, administrators, and 
faculty will come and go, but alumni will always remain graduates of a particular institution.  
Therefore, it is imperative to educate alumni on their role and establish the groundwork for 
future involvement while they are students, so they are prepared to be lifelong advocates.  When 
students transition to alumnihood that is too often the end of their relationship with the institution 
when the relationship is, in fact, for a lifetime (Johnson & Eckel, 1998; Watsyn, 2009).  Given 
the current economic climate of decreasing external support and increased costs to educate 
students (Drezner, 2011), it is critical for institutional personnel to foster goodwill among current 
students to encourage a culture of engagement and philanthropy which continues as alumni.  By 
further exploring student perceptions and expectations regarding alumni engagement, 
professional staff can appropriately respond by taking proactive measures to effectively steward 
future alumni, as well as meet their expectations early after graduation.   
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The remainder of this study is organized into four chapters, references, and appendices.  
A review of the current literature dealing with the higher education landscape, fundraising and 
engagement efforts, and the student experience is presented in Chapter Two.  The study’s 
research design and methodology will be delineated in Chapter Three, describing the research 
instrument, participants, and data collection.  The results of the study are presented in Chapter 
Four, followed by the final chapter, Chapter Five, which provides a discussion of the 
significance of the results, implications for practice, and recommendations for future research.   
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 
Introduction  
 The American higher education system is experiencing significant change as it recovers 
from the Great Recession of 2008-09, learning how to do more with less as external support 
continues to shrink and the pressure to identify new revenue streams grows.  “The result is a 
higher-education system in financial crisis, with an urgent need for radical change in order to 
serve the next generation of college students—or, in some cases, simply to survive.  And at the 
center of this disruption is a perfect storm of financial, political, demographic, and technological 
forces” (Selingo, 2013, p. 58).  As institutions adapt, alumni are being called on for support— 
financially, through time, and as advocates.  The literature review in this chapter examines the 
economic context impacting higher education, the history and mechanisms of philanthropy, and 
student development theories that influence satisfaction with the student experience.  All of these 
areas are tied to the significance of the role of alumni, preparing them for this role, and creating a 
lifelong culture of philanthropy.    
The Great Recession   
American institutions of higher education are in the midst of unprecedented change that 
will forever affect the way they identify and receive financial resources and their inability to 
continue to rely on funding sources that were once seemingly guaranteed.  Undoubtedly, this 
change was caused mostly in part by the recession of 2008-09, which had a profound and lasting 
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effect on American higher education (Barr & McClellan, 2011).  All institutions, regardless of 
type, public or private, felt an almost immediate impact during the years of the Great Recession 
and are continuing to adapt to a new normal.   
Across the country, state appropriations have been in a downward trend for decades, but, 
starting in fiscal year 2009, direct support from the state was significantly reduced to public 
institutions, and to state grants and scholarships for in-state student residents.  State tax bases 
shrunk due to high unemployment rates causing further strain on public institutions to meet their 
operating budgets without receiving allocated state funding (Drezner, 2011).  Budget gaps forced 
institutions to make difficult decisions including faculty and staff furloughs, postponement of 
equipment replacement and campus renovations, as well as a reduction in program support (Barr 
& McClellan, 2011).  Unfortunately, this trend in diminishing state support will likely continue 
as the new precedent.  Public institutions are already changing how they describe their 
relationship with the state from state supported to state related since they are operating more 
independently (Barr & McClellan, 2011, p. 4).  The percentage of state support public 
institutions do receive is small—six percent at the University of Virginia and seven percent at the 
University of Michigan (Selingo, 2013, p. 63).  Moreover, as state support continues to dwindle, 
public schools may end up simply being state located, as said by James Duderstadt, former 
president of the University of Michigan (Staley & Trinkle, 2011).     
Historically, private institutions have been less dependent on state funding, but they felt 
the economic ripple in their shrinking endowments (Drezner, 2011).  As an example, Harvard 
University’s endowment experienced an initial investment loss of 22 percent in the first four 
months of the institution’s 2008-09 fiscal year, which equated to about an $8 billion loss 
(Hechinger & Karmin, 2008), and it ended up being closer to 27 percent in total (Zhu, 2009).  In 
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fiscal year 2008, institutional endowments declined an average of 30 percent, and returns fell an 
additional 23 percent early in fiscal year 2009 as determined by the National Association of 
College and University Business Officers (Drezner, 2011).  The size of endowments varies 
among institutions, but the majority of them are valued at less than $100 million with the 
median, at the end of the 2016 fiscal year, at $56.7 million (Powell, 2017).  Reductions in 
endowment earnings present challenges for private institutions because they generally rely on a 
small percentage of endowment growth to cover operating expenses annually (Chabotar, 2010; 
Hechinger & Karmin, 2008).  Much like public institution budget cuts, private schools that were 
overly reliant on revenue from their endowments were forced to forgo capital projects, 
implement salary and hiring freezes, and consider future tuition increases (Barr & McClellan, 
2011; Hechinger & Karmin, 2008).  
Students and their families have also felt the strain as available state financial assistance 
became limited and increasingly more competitive.  As such, applications for financial aid 
increased (Barr & McClellan, 2011) and the federal government expanded loan options for those 
in need of additional funding (Hechinger & Karmin, 2008).  According to the College Board 
(2017), undergraduate students received $181.1 billion in total student aid during the 2016-17 
academic year.  They borrowed an average of $6,590 through subsidized and unsubsidized 
Direct Loans in 2016-17, which is $690 more than 2006-07 (Baum, Ma, Pender & Welch, 2017).  
Additionally, in the 2016-17 school year, two-thirds of all student aid came from the federal 
government, but it only provided one-third of the grant aid—and this support will likely continue 
to decline.  State financial aid grants, such as the Pell Grant, are available for students with 
financial need to use at either public or private institutions and, with less funding available, 
covering the cost of attendance has shifted to the institution (Barr & McClellan, 2011).  At 
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private institutions, in particular, the concept of a discount rate became extremely important to 
attract and enroll students.  A discount rate is an amount taken off the full cost of tuition, fees, 
and, room and board provided through financial assistance.  At some institutions, discount rates 
can be as high as 70 percent (Selingo, 2013).  During the 2016-17 year, the Tuition Discounting 
Study project estimated the average discount rate was 49.1 percent, which is the highest ever 
recorded (Yates, 2018).  However, as institutions increase their discount rate, they are decreasing 
the net tuition revenue toward the bottom line (Schuh, 2009; Selingo, 2013; Selingo, 2017; 
Yates, 2018).  Moody’s Investors Services found in 2016 approximately one-third of small 
institutions experienced a deficit in their operating budget, which was an increase from 20 
percent three years’ prior (as cited in Selingo, 2017). 
Institutional Funding Sources 
Higher education institutions receive financial support from a variety of sources and their 
dependence on each varies.  This variance occurs between institutions of the same type, with a 
higher variance between public and private institutions.  The funding sources that differ most 
significantly between public and private institutions are state government support and tuition and 
fees, but all other areas are generally comparable between the two institution types (Barr & 
McClellan, 2011).  Private institutions may receive state appropriations for programs that support 
state interests or priorities, such as teacher education or nursing programs.  According to Barr 
and McClellan (2011), “Although in the past the funding for higher education differed markedly 
between public and private institutions, today those differences are becoming increasingly 
blurred” (p. 13).  This is especially true as both are increasing their reliance on private donor 
dollars.    
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Tuition and Fees 
Many private institutions are heavily dependent on tuition, which is the “engine that 
drives much of higher education in the private sector,” and has become increasingly important to 
public institutions (Barr & McClellan, 2011, p. 30).  According to Schuh (2009), tuition is “the 
most important source of income for many non-profit degree-granting private institutions” in the 
U.S. (p. 93).  Tuition is determined based on the cost per credit hour, or part- or full-time 
enrollment.  At public institutions, tuition may be determined by their governing board, state 
commission, or the state legislature and in-state rates are discounted to encourage residents to 
attend their home state institutions (Barr & McClellan, 2011).  Given the large budget shortfalls 
in 2009 and 2010, some public institutions responded with increased tuition in double-digit 
percentages.  Similarly, at private institutions their governing boards determine tuition in 
comparison with their peer institutions.  At tuition-dependent institutions, meeting enrollment 
goals is critical to generate enough revenue to support the operating budget (Barr & McClellan, 
2011).  In the 2015-16 academic year, the average annual price for undergraduate tuition, fees, 
room, and board was $16,757 at public institutions, $43,065 at private nonprofit institutions, and 
$23,776 at private for-profit institutions (National Center for Education Statistics, 2017).  
Furthermore, in the 2015-16 academic year, private non-profit institutions received 39 percent of 
total revenues from tuition and fees (McFarland et al., 2018).  Tuition is now at an all-time high, 
making it less affordable for students to attend college (Drezner, 2011).   
Institutions collect mandatory student fees restricted to specific purposes to avoid 
increasing tuition.  Fees are collected on a per-semester basis from full-time students, and often 
from students in specialized programs (e.g., graduate or professional), to support building use, 
technology use, student services, or recreation (Barr & McClellan, 2011).  Additionally, fees 
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may be assessed for special purposes on a one-time basis or fees for services.  Determining 
mandatory service fees varies between institutions and, at some, may be allocated as part of the 
general budget process to support departments (Barr & McClellan, 2011).  As concerns continue 
to grow about the rising cost of tuition, the use of mandatory fees may increase.  
Endowment Income 
All private institutions rely to varying degrees on annual income generated from 
investing the institutional endowment.  An endowment is akin to the investment portfolio of the 
institution, and the principal should forever remain intact (Drezner, 2011).  The governing board 
oversees the fiduciary responsibility for the investment of the endowment and determining rules 
for spending (Drezner, 2011).  At public institutions, independent foundations are the fundraising 
arm and support the growth and investment of the endowment (Barr & McClellan, 2011).  
Individual alumni give the majority of gifts to institutional endowments (Drezner, 2011).   
Good practice is to use only a portion of the revenue generated from investing the 
endowment for operating expenses and to reinvest the remaining portion to create a steady 
revenue source.  Typically, institutional endowments gain approximately 10 to 11 percent 
annually, and institutions spend about five percent and reinvest the rest (Drezner, 2011).  
Endowment income may generally be allocated through the budget to provide support to 
departments, or to specific department endowments restricted for only their use (Barr & 
McClellan, 2011).  The size of endowments varies considerably among institutions, with 
Harvard University’s being the largest of any institution (Powell, 2017).  The strength of an 
institution’s endowment can be calculated by dividing the total principal by the number of 
students enrolled, which yields the endowment support per student.  The higher the number, the 
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stronger the endowment (Barr & McClellan, 2011).  If a drop in enrollment occurs, private 
institutions with endowments can adjust the amount withdrawn from the endowment income to 
alleviate a shortage in tuition dollars as a short-term strategy.  
Charitable Gifts 
As external funding sources continue to shrink, institutions are relying more on 
philanthropic dollars.  Fundraising has played an essential role in American higher education, 
primarily in private institutions, since the early days of its beginning (Worth, 2002).  Gifts fall 
into two primary categories: (1) unrestricted giving, allowing the institution to use funds at its 
discretion, and (2) restricted gifts, to be used for specific purposes determined by the donor 
(Drezner, 2011).  Annual giving is the backbone of institutional fundraising efforts because it 
generates revenue for current operating expenses through, most often and most desirable, 
unrestricted gifts to meet the greatest need (Schroeder, 2000).  These gifts are a result of strategic 
efforts to solicit annually, through an appeal or multiple appeals, the institution’s largest 
constituency of alumni, parents, faculty, staff, and trustees.  Institutions allow donors to restrict 
annual gifts to specific departments or programs, but they serve a more general purpose 
(Drezner, 2011).  A strong annual giving program is necessary for the financial well-being of 
private institutions because it creates a culture of consistent, recurring giving among constituents, 
as well as the opportunity to upgrade donors to higher levels of giving (Drezner, 2011; 
Schroeder, 2000).  Simply stated, the annual giving program “nurtures tomorrow’s major donors 
by creating an annual habit of philanthropy” (Drezner, 2011, p. 7).  For larger, comprehensive 
projects including scholarship support, endowed faculty chairs, and fellowships, institutions will 
conduct multi-year capital or comprehensive campaigns to raise a significant amount of funding 
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through larger gifts within a specified amount of time (Barr & McClellan, 2011; Drezner, 2011).  
Such campaigns have traditionally had goals of tens or hundreds of millions, but some have been 
as high as the billions (Worth, 2002).  Supporters are asked to make stretch gifts, giving at levels 
higher than they usually would (Drezner, 2011).  Large campaigns today are continuous, often 
going from one campaign into another, have multiple phases and last between seven to ten years 
(Drezner, 2011).  Campaigns are a way to engage an institution’s entire constituency because 
large gifts are secured during the silent phase, and upon achieving a certain percentage raised—
typically 60 to 70 percent—the campaign is announced to the public allowing for donors at all 
giving levels to participate.  
Student Costs for Higher Education  
 Institutions of higher education are experiencing greater scrutiny of their value and worth 
as tuition and fees continue to skyrocket causing students and families to thoroughly examine the 
benefits of paying high costs and the risks of taking on significant amounts of loan debt.  This 
trend is becoming a societal and political concern as all constituencies of higher education 
institutions are voicing hesitations about the increasing costs of tuition, fees, and room and board 
(Barr & McClellan, 2011).  Overall, Americans feel the higher education system is not 
effectively preparing students or providing enough value for the cost of attendance (Staley & 
Trinkle, 2011).  A Pew Research Center survey found that 25 percent of college graduates 
making less than $50,000 consider their degree a “bad deal” (Selingo, 2013).  Most importantly, 
families and students want to feel confident that, upon graduation, colleges have prepared them 
for successful job placement—to ensure they can pay back student loan debt (Selingo, 2013).     
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Tuition  
Rising costs of college tuition have been a concern for students and their families for 
decades, but have recently become a barrier to accessing education due to the decline of non-loan 
financial assistance available to mitigate steep increases.  State institutions, which educate 
approximately 80 percent of students in the United States (Chabotar, 2010), had traditionally 
maintained low tuition rates until the latter quarter of the 20th century when costs began to 
increase at a rate higher than inflation (Selingo, 2013; Thelin, 2011).  These rates continue to rise 
today at both public and private schools.  During the Great Recession, tuition increases were as 
high as 68 percent at state institutions and 39 percent at private schools.  To put into perspective 
how many schools significantly increased their tuition during this period, consider in 2003 only 
two institutions charged more than $40,000 annually—which included tuition, fees, room and 
board—and in 2009, 224 institutions were charging this amount and 58 were charging more than 
$50,000 (Selingo, 2013).  According to the National Center for Education Statistics, in the 2015-
16 academic year, the average net price of attendance at four-year institutions for first-time, full-
time undergraduate students at public institutions was $13,400 compared with $26,200 at private 
nonprofit institutions (McFarland et al., 2018).  However, as tuition costs increase, so does the 
need for providing more financial assistance to students, which further strains institutions’ 
financial aid budgets (Barr & McClellan, 2011).  Private institutions use a “high-tuition, high-aid 
strategy” and provide more financial assistance to those students with need as tuition increases 
(Altbach, Gumport & Berdahl, 2011).  The majority of students will receive discounts on the cost 
of their education through grants and scholarships making the increases more manageable for 
families, while ultimately hurting the institutions’ bottom line as annual revenue decreases 
(Selingo, 2013).  According to a National Association of College and University Business 
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Officers survey, small private institutions gave back an average of 51 cents per every tuition 
dollar collected in the form of student financial aid, and this is up 13 cents over the previous 
decade (Marcus, 2017).     
Student Loan Debt 
As the cost of higher education continues to increase, students and families are borrowing 
more money to make up the difference between grants and scholarships awarded and what they 
are expected to pay.  Today approximately 40 percent of financial aid dollars are student loans, 
in comparison to 1980 when about half of the financial aid dollars were grants (Selingo, 2013).  
The number of students with unmet financial need continues to increase and more students than 
ever before are borrowing money, and much larger amounts, to finance their education (Altbach 
et al., 2011; Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges & Hayek, 2006).  Since 2000, the total amount of 
money that students and their families have borrowed to finance the cost of college has more 
than doubled and, perhaps unsurprisingly, outstanding loan debt in the United States surpassed 
one trillion dollars in May of 2012 (Selingo, 2013).  In the 2016-17 academic year, 
undergraduate students and their families borrowed $57.3 billion, which is 2 percent more than 
in 2006-07, but an overall decline for the sixth straight year (Baum et al., 2017).  Graduates in 
2017 owed about $27,500 on average in student loan debt, with 12 percent owing more than 
$60,000 (Baum et al., 2017).  According to the College Board, loan debt averages were $16,700 
for loans in default, $32,500 for loans in repayment, and $40,500 for those in forbearance (Baum 
et al., 2017).  The cost to families to finance an education has increased drastically since 1982, at 
a rate of more than 400 percent, even with financial aid assistance (Selingo, 2013).  Students and 
families are becoming more price sensitive regarding college expenses and have started 
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exploring other affordable options such as community colleges and state institutions closer to 
home to avoid the burden of having debt looming over them after graduation (Marcus, 2017; 
Selingo, 2013).  
Enrollment Trends  
As American institutions of higher education adapt to the current fiscal climate and 
search for new funding sources, they also face the challenge of a declining applicant pool.  
Institutions’ enrollments benefited from years of growth as the number of high school graduates 
increased.  In the 2007-08 academic year, higher education institutions in the U.S. conferred 1.6 
million bachelor’s degrees (Thelin, 2011).  However, this growth came to a halt in 2008 when 
the number of public high school graduates peaked at three million students and has continued to 
decline in some parts of the country, namely the northeast, every year since (Selingo, 2013).  
According to the National Student Clearinghouse, enrollment in higher education institutions has 
dropped for five consecutive years and will not likely pick up again until 2023 (as cited in 
Marcus, 2017).  Additionally, the demographic makeup of the student body has changed 
drastically since the 1970s and will continue to change (Altbach et al., 2011).  For example, at 
the University of Texas at Austin and the University of California, Berkley minorities were the 
majority of students in 2000 with white students composing less than half of the student 
population (Thelin, 2011).  By the 2007 academic year, Latinos made up more than 12 percent of 
nationwide enrollments (Thelin, 2011).  According to the National Center for Education 
Statistics, from 2000 to 2015, the percentage of college students who were Black rose from 11.7 
to 14.1 percent, and the percentage of students who were Hispanic rose from 9.9 to 17.3 percent 
(2017).  Also, women account for more than half of the population attending college and their 
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attendance is increasing at a rate faster than men (Altbach et al., 2011).  During the fall 2017 
semester, women students accounted for 56 percent of total undergraduate enrollment in the 
United States with 9.5 million students enrolled, compared to 7.4 million male students 
(McFarland et al., 2018).  It is estimated that between 2016 and 2027, female enrollment will 
increase from 9.5 million to 9.8 million students or 4 percent, and male enrollment will increase 
from 7.4 million to 7.6 million students or 2 percent (McFarland et al., 2018).  Furthermore, 
institutions have experienced a recent decline in the number of students older than 24—non-
traditional adults who went back to school due to a down economy—because they are going 
back into the workforce (Marcus, 2017).  With these changes in enrollments comes a 
requirement for additional financial aid, furthering straining institutional financial aid budgets 
and government assistance such as the PELL Program.  American higher education institutions 
had the most students enrolled in 2010, with slightly more than 21 million students (Long, 2016), 
and fell to 20.4 million in the fall of 2017 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2017).  The 
decline negatively affects college enrollments simply because there are more seats on campuses 
than there are students to fill them, which directly hits the bottom line.  According to Long 
(2016), community colleges and for-profit institutions have had the most substantial dips in 
enrollment because they draw from less affluent and minority households.  Community college 
enrollments have dropped by more than 820,000 students since 2010.  For-profit institutions are 
experiencing a decline in enrollment due to scrutiny regarding their high cost and quality of 
education (Long, 2016).     
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Philanthropy in Higher Education  
Private support for higher education is an American tradition that started in the colonial 
days and has only gained importance and sophistication in technique since then, with other 
countries now trying to emulate this longstanding practice (Drezner, 2011; Worth, 2002).  
Philanthropic studies scholar Peter Dobkin Hall acknowledged the importance of Americans’ 
giving influence on higher education and said, “No single force is more responsible for the 
emergence of the modern university in America than giving by individuals and foundations” (as 
cited in Drezner, 2011, p. 17).  Fundraising has been critical to the survival of many higher 
education institutions, both private and public, since one of the earliest gifts from John Harvard 
in 1638 to the multi-billion dollar campaigns today (Drezner, 2011).  According to Drezner 
(2011), “those universities that raise more funds have the ability to achieve more and surpass 
their competitors on many fronts, including rankings, student enrollment and retention, grants, 
and faculty recruitment” (p. 25).  As administrators continue to search for alternative revenue 
sources to support budget shortfalls, fundraising continues to become a vital function for 
survival.   
History of Giving 
 Philanthropic support has been deep-rooted in American higher education since its 
founding in the British colonies (Drezner, 2011) and was often, if not exclusively, tied to religion 
with gifts being made by devout donors in England (Thelin, 2011).  Higher education institutions 
were the beneficiaries of religious gifts because donors were interested in missionary work with 
the American Indians to provide a Christian education, and colleges and universities were the 
best way to offer this charity.  Additionally, institutions encouraged donations by indicating 
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“good works—namely, support for the college—might help one to a place in heaven,” and 
typically offered donors a variety of benefits for their generous gifts (Thelin, 2011, p. 16).  
Interestingly, in the early days, gifts that were considered substantial then would not be so today.  
For example, Elihu Yale, the Connecticut institution’s namesake, gave the school nine bales of 
goods valued at 562 pounds, 417 books, and a portrait and arms of King George I, which was a 
small portion of his overall wealth making the institution hopeful for additional gifts in the future 
(Thelin, 2011).   
Colonial institutions were lean and survived on the modest tuition revenue from paying 
students.  Institutions generally tried to keep tuition rates low and offered financial assistance to 
attract students (Thelin, 2011).  Looking back at the history of American higher education 
institutions, it is impressive they survived given their lean operations and varying forms of 
income—one of which was “country pay” in gifts of livestock or crops (Thelin, 2011).  The role 
of philanthropy, specifically gifts from alumni, began to become increasingly important to 
institutions at the turn of the twentieth century as class gifts started to become a regular practice.  
In 1906, Harvard’s class of 1881 collectively donated $113,777 to the institution (Drezner, 
2011).  Around this time, the profession of organized fundraising was born, when the firm of 
John Price Jones was hired by Harvard in 1919 to oversee its $15 million endowment campaign, 
and institutions began establishing organized fundraising efforts.  Today, according to Drezner 
(2011), more competition exists for donations across organizations, both private and public, as 
more than 3,500 institutions fight to survive and success is often only achieved by reaching 
fundraising goals.  Systematic and strategic fundraising has become more important as funding 
for education has continued to decline, and all institutions are becoming reliant on donor dollars.   
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Institutional Advancement 
 Given the growing reliance on philanthropic support at American higher education 
institutions, formal professional departments, known as institutional advancement, have been 
established to manage fundraising efforts.  A. Westley Rowland defined institutional 
advancement as “all activities and programs undertaken by an institution to develop 
understanding and support from all its constituencies to achieve its goals in securing such 
resources as students, faculty, and dollars” (Buchanan, 2000, p. 7; Worth, 2002, p. 5).  Typically, 
the institutional advancement umbrella includes alumni relations, internal and external 
communications, public relations, fundraising, constituent stewardship, and government relations 
(Worth, 2002).  According to Steven Muller (as cited in Worth, 2002, p. 5), institutional 
advancement programs were born out of competition:  
The function of institutional advancement in American institutions of higher education is 
to enable each individual college or university to do well in a competitive environment to 
assist the whole sector of higher education to compete effectively for available resources.  
In a nation that contains an enormous variety of institutions, each college and university 
needs to develop and pursue its own distinct strategy for the acquisition of resources. It 
does so within a society where no effective national policy governs the matter and in 
which the public policies of the different states, regions or localities vary significantly. It 
is primarily the individual institution, rather than the government, that is responsible for 
its own well-being and even survival. 
 
Fundraising is used synonymously with development and is believed to be 
interchangeable, whereas institutional advancement refers to broader institutional goals (Worth, 
2002).  Most often, fundraising efforts are housed in the development office and staff members 
are development officers (Worth, 2002).  While there are varying models, a development 
program typically has four essential stages in this order: (1) prospect identification, (2) 
engagement, (3) solicitation, and (4) stewardship (Kelly, 2000).  Prospect identification is “the 
way in which a development program systematically selects and prioritizes individuals or 
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organizations (e.g., foundations and corporations) on which it will focus strategic attention” 
(Kelly, 2000, p. 347).  Engagement “describes the way development officers communicate with 
and seek the involvement of high-priority prospects” (Kelly, 2000, p. 347), which is the 
foundation for developing a relationship to match interests with opportunities.  Solicitation 
“means asking for the gift…it is this process that sets development officers apart from others in 
the institution who also work at developing relationships on behalf of the college or university” 
(Kelly, 2000, p. 348).  Stewardship “incorporates the acts of receiving and recording the gift, 
expressing appreciation, and ensuring that the gift is spent for its intended purpose” (Kelly, 2000, 
p. 348).  A donor can cycle through the four stages many times during the life of their 
relationship with an institution.  As Henry Rosso wrote in Achieving Excellence in Fundraising: 
A Comprehensive Guide to Principles, Strategies, and Methods (2003), “The practice of gift 
seeking is justified when it exalts the contributor, not the gift seeker…It is justified when it is 
used as a responsible invitation, guiding contributors to make the kind of gift that will meet their 
own needs and add greater meaning to their lives” (2003, p. 19).  Rosso considered the practice 
of fundraising to be the servant of philanthropy.   
 Michael Worth (2002) used a pyramid to depict the development program.  The 
institution’s total constituency is represented by the base of the pyramid, which includes “all 
those individuals and organizations that might logically be interested in providing support” 
(Worth, 2002, pp. 11-12).  A percentage of the total constituency makes gifts to the annual 
giving program to support the current operating budget.  Annual fund gifts are smaller in size, 
generally unrestricted, and help fund an institution’s most general, basic areas of need such as 
equipment and campus updates (Worth, 2002).  Annual giving programs help establish a culture 
of philanthropy by getting donors used to making consistent yearly gifts and prepares them to 
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make larger gifts in the future (Worth, 2002).  At the next level, is major gifts and this smaller 
group of donors makes larger gifts to support important institutional needs including the 
endowment or facilities (Worth, 2002).  The dollar amount of a major gift varies across 
institutions, both within and outside of higher education, and is relative to the giving capacity of 
the whole constituency.  Major giving emphasizes the importance of developing relationships 
with prospects to understand their giving interests.  At the top of the pyramid is principal gifts 
and very few donors will give at this level.  Again, there is no set dollar amount that constitutes a 
principal gift, but they are typically of the size that will have a significant impact on the 
institution as a whole or a specific department—often at the $5 or $10 million level (Worth, 
2002).  The pyramid reflects the “number of donors participating in each category, which 
declines with each successively higher level…But, if the pyramid were drawn to represent 
dollars resulting from gifts at each level it would be inverted, that is, upside down with the broad 
part at the top and the narrow part at the bottom” (Worth, 2002, p. 14).  In fundraising, it is 
widely known that approximately 80 percent of the dollars raised comes from only 20 percent of 
donors—known as the 80/20 rule.  And, in recent years, this has become defined even narrower 
at 90/10 (Dunlop, 2002; Hogan, 2008; Weerts & Ronca, 2009).  The success of an institution’s 
fundraising program is dependent on many factors including the wealth of its constituency, state 
of the economy and dedication of those who represent the institution, among a few (Dunlop, 
2002).   
Alumni Relations 
 Albeit a bit self-serving, alumni have a genuine interest in seeing their alma mater 
succeed because it positively impacts the value of their degree and, therefore, they have a 
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lifelong commitment to the well-being of their institution.  According to Forman (1995), this 
sense of commitment can be traced back to 1792 when Yale alumni created an alumni 
organization “based on class structure and appointed class secretaries to gather information that 
would be published in a series of newsletters to alumni” (p.7).  Soon after, the creation of local 
alumni organizations started happening across the country at institutions including the University 
of Virginia, Amherst, and Bowdoin, as well as the formal solicitation of alumni for donations 
(Forman, 1995).  Alumni associations have remained an important arm of the institutional 
advancement team by keeping alumni connected to each other and the institution to strengthen 
relationships, as well as managing fundraising efforts done largely through membership fees and 
reunion campaigns.  Alumni association boards have generally included alumni in the 
governance of the institution as a way to cultivate and steward them for future support, treating 
them akin to the role of counsel or adviser.  
 As the importance of effective fundraising strategies continues to grow, so does the role 
of the alumni relations department in rallying an institution’s largest constituency and resource—
its alumni.  Alumni can help an institution in many ways, and in any way that is most meaningful 
and convenient for them.  The support that alumni can provide is invaluable, and institutions 
cannot get it anywhere else.  According to Webb (2002), “the alumni office exists for two 
primary reasons—to provide diverse and quality programming for alumni, and to provide 
opportunities for alumni to engage in a lifetime of service to their alma mater” (p. 332).  Alumni 
relations has the critical charge to establish lifelong relationships with alumni to support the 
mission of the institution, both financially and in other ways—it is the foundation of institutional 
advancement.  Though their essential job responsibilities are quite similar, alumni relations staff 
are often called friend raisers and development officers are called fund-raisers (Webb, 2002, p. 
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337).  The primary difference in their jobs is one directly asks for a gift while the other may 
support the process indirectly.  Alumni relations and development staff both identify prospects, 
engage and steward alumni, and often work together to solicit gifts once relationships have been 
built (Kelly, 2000; Webb, 2002).  Interestingly, many institutions are removing the distinction 
between friend raising and fundraising since the work is so entwined, and simply referring to 
staff as engagement or philanthropy officers.  Forman (1995) stated,  
“[summary of alumni work is]…to develop motivated and committed alumni, properly 
informed so that they might be called upon to respond to the various needs of the 
university, whether this be in the form of financial support, counsel or simply interpreting 
the university to various constituencies. Cultivation of alumni, as well as their continuing 
education, is the principal objective of an alumni program” (1995, p. 9).   
 
Institutions are beginning to take a more strategic approach to alumni engagement by 
strengthening connections with alumni through regular communication to keep them apprised of 
institutional development and successes and providing opportunities for meaningful 
involvement.  Institutions are no longer the gatekeepers of the database and access to other 
alumni with the advent of social media and changing technology, so alumni relations is 
reinventing itself to stay relevant and provide value to alumni.  For example, some institutions 
have tasked alumni relations with career services responsibilities because a school’s alumni 
network is its greatest resource for providing students and alumni with opportunities for 
internships, jobs, and career advice.  These services help both current students and alumni to be 
successful, which strengthens their perception and belief in their alma maters.  Therefore, alumni 
will be more likely to get involved and give to their alma maters if they feel there is value in the 
networks and services available to them. 
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Current Giving Landscape 
 As higher education institutions, both private and public, are increasingly turning to 
systematic fundraising efforts to meet budgetary shortfalls, the need for alumni support to sustain 
American higher education’s prominence continues to heighten (Drezner, 2011).  Recent data 
from Giving USA (2017) showed that donations from individuals grew nearly four percent, 
increasing total charitable giving, and donations to all nine identified subsectors also increased, 
for the sixth time in the last forty years.  Giving USA reported that of the $390.05 billion of 
philanthropic support given in 2016, individuals were responsible for giving $281.86 billion or 
72 percent—a 3.9 percent increase over 2015 and $30.36 billion or eight percent was given 
through bequests—a nine percent decrease over 2015.  The remaining 20 percent came from 
foundations (15 percent) and corporations (5 percent) (Giving USA, 2017).  Specific to higher 
education, the 2017 Voluntary Support of Education Survey conducted by the Council for Aid to 
Education (CAE) found that in 2017 $43.60 billion was given by all sources to colleges and 
universities (Kaplan, 2018).  This total is the largest amount ever reported by the CAE since the 
establishment of the survey in 1957.  Specifically, $11.37 billion or 26.1 percent was donated by 
alumni, a 14.5 percent increase, and $7.86 billion or 18 percent was donated by non-alumni 
individuals.  The remaining charitable gifts came from foundations ($13.13 billion or 30 
percent), corporations ($6.6 billion or 15.1 percent), and other organizations ($4.64 billion or 
10.6 percent).  Remarkably, the survey determined 20 institutions—less than 1 percent of U.S. 
colleges and universities—raised 28.1 percent of all 2017 gifts.  Also found in the survey, worth 
noting, is alumni who receive their undergraduate degree from an institution are more likely to 
give back to that institution than other types of alumni (Kaplan, 2018).  
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 Philanthropic generosity varies across generations, with earlier generations proving to be 
more charitable over time (Steinberg & Wilhem, 2003).  Using the Center on Philanthropy Panel 
Study (COPPS), Steinberg and Wilhelm (2003) found the prewar generation—those born before 
1945—more giving than Generation X—those born between 1965 and 1981.  According to their 
study, each year the prewar generation donates $1,764 per person, baby boomers—those born 
between 1946 and 1964— donate 1,254 per person, and Generation X donates $1,100 per person.  
Millennials—those born between 1982 and 2001—are known for their volunteering and less for 
their giving (Steinberg & Wilhem, 2003).  Giving behaviors may vary based on the decreasing 
level of trust younger individuals have in nonprofit organizations.  The prewar generation of 
donors likely feels they have a duty to give and is motivated by valuable missions that serve a 
need within the community.  They trust organizations will put donated funds to good use.  
However, later generations including baby boomers and Generation X have less favorable views 
of charities, leading to the increased use of restricted gifts to maintain control.  Millennials are 
brand loyal and want to be involved with organizations they personally believe in to make a 
direct impact.    
Given there are 13.1 million millennials with four-year degrees according to the U.S. 
Census 2013 Educational Attainment, it is critical to understand their giving habits sooner than 
later (O’Neil, 2014).  The Millennial Donors Report (2011) found that 93 percent of survey 
respondents made charitable donations in 2010, with 21 percent donating $1,000 or more and 16 
percent donating between $500 and $1,000.  However, the survey also found those charitable 
dollars were split among several organizations and not just made to one with 58 percent of 
respondents stating their largest single gift was $150.  Overall, only 10 percent gave single gifts 
of $1,000 or more, and 61% of all donors gave to at least three nonprofits.  The survey also 
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found that millennials plan to become more philanthropic in coming years—with 40 percent 
stating they expect to give more the following year.  Additionally, the survey asked respondents 
about their giving method preferences and found that 59 percent of millennials prefer a personal, 
traditional ask and 58 percent prefer to make their gift online.  Unfortunately, for higher 
education institutions, the Millennial Impact Report (Achieve, 2013) found millennials prefer to 
support causes they are passionate about rather than their alma mater because they want to have 
an immediate and direct impact.  Specifically, millennials seek opportunities for meaningful 
engagement to experience the impact of their giving.  A study conducted by The Chronicle of 
Philanthropy found that less than half of millennials have donated to their alma maters and three-
fourths said they would donate to another organization before their institutions (O’Neil, 2014).  
On a positive note, 73 percent of respondents said they plan to donate to their alma mater in the 
future (O’Neil, 2014).  Given the predicted great wealth transfer of more than $10 trillion from 
one generation to another by the year 2040 (Gardner et al., 1998; Drezner, 2011; Rosso, 2003), it 
is imperative to engage young millennial donors in ways they are interested in now to have a 
strong relationship with them when they can make more substantial gifts down the road.  
Volunteers, across all generations, give to organizations at a higher rate than non-volunteers, so 
providing opportunities for involvement is key to engaging potential donors.  
Approaches to Studying Alumni Engagement and Giving 
 Despite the importance of fundraising and philanthropy to American higher education, 
limited and outdated research exists on these two aspects, and as institutions continue to become 
more dependent on private support, additional research is critical—explicitly regarding alumni 
giving (Drezner & Huehls, 2015).  Furthermore, current studies have not examined the concerns 
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of graduating students outside of the transition out of college and career preparation.  To date, 
the body of literature includes many studies examining different variables affecting the 
likelihood of alumni giving and engagement behavior including “donor characteristics, 
fundraising practices, external environments, and institutional characteristics” (Weerts & Ronca, 
2007, p. 20).  Brittingham and Pezzullo (1990) studied donor behavior and motivation, 
identifying connections between giving and certain demographic variables including wealthier, 
middle aged or older donors.  As summarized in Scott Gaier’s study examining the impact of 
undergraduate student experience satisfaction on alumni giving, the current literature has 
identified several factors which influence financial contributions made by alumni (2005, p. 280): 
• Involvement in the institution as undergraduate students. 
• Involvement as alumni with their alma mater. 
• Institution tradition and prestige. 
• Economic success of individual alumni. 
• Emotional attachment and quality of relationships between alumni and their alma 
mater. 
• Academic success. 
• Overall satisfaction with the student experience. 
Of all factors examined, satisfaction with the undergraduate student experience has been 
shown to be a significant predictor of alumni giving and engagement (Clotfelter, 2001; 
Clotfelter, 2003; Gaeir, 2005; Gallo & Hubschman, 2003; Hoyt, 2004; Monks, 2003), an overall 
satisfaction with the institution (Hunter, Jones & Boger, 1999; McAlexander & Koenig, 2001; 
McDearmon & Shirley, 2009; Sun et al., 2007; Wastyn, 2009), as well as having graduated from 
the institution where they initially enrolled (Clotfelter, 2001).  Studies also indicate an increased 
likelihood of giving and engagement the more satisfied alumni are with their faculty and staff 
relationships—especially having a mentor or a faculty member express interest— and 
involvement experiences as students (Baker, 2004; Clotfelter, 2001; Hoyt, 2004; Monks, 2003; 
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Morgan; 2014; Ropp, 2014; Steeper, 2009; Sun et al., 2007; Sung & Yang, 2009; Truitt, 2013).  
Satisfaction with the student experience is tied to participating in Greek life (Bruggink & 
Suddiqui, 1995; Monks, 2003; Morgan, 2014; Truitt, 2013), holding a leadership position in a 
student group (Clotfelter, 2001), and feeling a sense of institutional commitment to student 
activities (Mulugetta et al., 1999).  Gallo and Hubschman (2003) found that alumni inclination to 
give is connected to participation in alumni programming requiring institutional advancement 
offices to plan programs strategically to “satisfy alumni on many fronts.”  Moreover, alumni who 
received financial aid as students were found to be more likely to support their alma maters; 
however, student loan debt negatively affected giving behavior (McDearmon & Shirley, 2009; 
Monks, 2003).  Additionally, just as students are more likely to be satisfied with the student 
experience the more they are involved (Astin, 1985), the same holds true for engaged alumni and 
their likelihood to support their alma mater if they are actively involved in activities such as 
being a member of the alumni association, volunteering or by attending reunions (Bruggink & 
Suddiqui, 1995; Hoyt, 2004; Hunter et al., 1999; Weerts & Ronca, 2009; Wunnava & Lauze, 
2001), as well as have the positive perception of university support of such alumni involvement 
(Baker, 2004).  Furthermore, living in close proximity to campus has been found to have a 
positive influence on alumni giving, which may allow for active engagement with one’s alma 
mater (Bruggink & Suddiqui, 1995; Holmes, 2009).  Alumni giving is also influenced by 
negative opinions about the current state of their alma maters, and perhaps a lack of emphasis on 
important issues including “faculty research,…racially diverse student body, need-based 
financial aid, merit aid, and of course alumni/ae concerns” (Monks, 2003, p. 128).  Sun et al. 
(2007) found a connection between alumni giving with student involvement and the belief the 
education received successfully prepared them for the workforce.  Vanderbout (2010) examined 
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the development of alumni loyalty and found a connection between alumni satisfaction with the 
student experience and long-term affiliation and loyalty with one’s alma mater.  
Institutions cannot develop satisfied alumni out of unsatisfied students, so it is critical for 
institutions to strengthen those elements of the student experience that are linked to satisfaction 
as alumni—this should be done to enhance the overall experience, and not simply to improve the 
alumni experience.  Improving the student experience and investing in the success of students 
after graduation will foster goodwill once they become alumni.  Additionally, institutions can use 
those same elements that had a positive impact on student satisfaction also in the alumni 
experience, such as faculty interactions.  Alumni connections are not necessarily to the 
institution itself, but rather the faculty and including faculty may continue to engage alumni in 
ways that were important to them as students. This may also be true for other campus 
connections.   
The Student Experience 
 The impact of attending college on an individual is determined by the personal effort and 
investment in curricular and co-curricular experiences, as well as the campus environment 
(Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).  According to Wolf-Wendel, Ward & Kinzie (2009), “Research 
on college students shows that the time and energy students devote to educationally purposeful 
activities is the [sic] single best predictor of their learning and personal development” (p. 410; 
Astin, 1993; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005), and given the significance of satisfaction with the 
student experience on alumni giving and engagement it appears there may be connections 
between giving and engagement as both students and alumni.  Student persistence and 
involvement increase satisfaction with an institution, which may also positively increase levels 
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of engagement after graduation (Astin, 1984).  Miller et al. (2005) posed the question, “What 
about alumni’s attitudes and behaviors can be attributed to their college experience?  We know 
that college is not just the locus of change, but is the source of many changes.  What experiences 
particularly contribute to post-college achievement and success of alumni will increasingly be a 
question asked of colleges in this expanding accountability era” (p. 171).  A review of student 
development theories specific to the student experience is critical to identify the mechanism for 
connecting satisfaction with the student experience with engagement as alumni. 
Involvement  
Alexander Astin first introduced the concept of student involvement in his book, 
Preventing Students from Dropping Out (1975), and it later gained popularity in the report 
Involvement in Learning (1984) published by the National Institute of Education Study Group 
(Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009).  The theory is simple and comprehensive, allowing it to embrace 
principles from “widely divergent sources” and to be used by researchers, administrators, and 
faculty to better understand “student achievement and development” (Astin, 1999).  Since 1984, 
Astin’s student involvement theory has been a guiding force in creating the college co-
curriculum to fully develop students because, according to Astin, “students learn by becoming 
involved” (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).  Simply stated, student involvement is defined as “the 
amount of physical and psychological energy that the student devotes to the academic 
experience,” and an involved student is “one who devotes considerable energy to studying, 
spends much time on campus, participates actively in student organizations, and frequently 
interacts with faculty members and other students” (1999, p. 518).  Astin’s theory emphasizes 
student time as an invaluable resource (1999). The five principles of his theory are: 
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1. Involvement refers to the investment of physical and psychological energy in various 
objects. 
2. Regardless of its object, involvement occurs along a continuum; that is, different students 
manifest different degrees of involvement in a given object, and the same student 
manifests different degrees of involvement in different objects at different times.  
3. Involvement has both quantitative and qualitative features.  
4. The amount of student learning and personal development associated with any 
educational program is directly proportional to the quality and quantity of student 
involvement in that program.  
5. The effectiveness of any educational policy or practice is directly related to the capacity 
of that policy or practice to increase student involvement.   
To achieve the desired outcomes, the curriculum must “elicit sufficient student effort and 
investment of energy” (Astin, 1999, p. 522).  While the construct of student involvement is 
similar to the psychological construct of motivation, student involvement is better suited for 
observation and measurement because it is behavioral, allowing the question “How do you get 
students involved?” to be more directly answered (Astin, 1999, p. 522).  Student involvement 
can occur in many forms including student-faculty interactions, athletic and academic 
involvement, and within residence halls.  According to the theory of student involvement, “the 
greater the student’s involvement in college, the greater will be the amount of student learning 
and personal development” (Astin, 1999, p. 529). 
Student involvement theory attempts to connect practice to outcomes while 
acknowledging the influence of the educational environment (Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009).  Thus, 
the construct of student involvement is generally examined using the Input-Environment-Output 
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(I-E-O) model recommended by Astin in 1962.  Within the I-E-O model, characteristics of 
individual students are “controlled for in order to isolate the effect of on-campus participation in 
various academic and social activities on various outcomes” (Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009, p. 411).  
The I-E-O model views college outcomes as functions of three sets of elements: (1) inputs, 
demographic characteristics, family backgrounds, and academic and social experiences that 
students bring to college (at the time of initial entry); (2) environment, the full range of people, 
programs, policies, cultures, and experiences that students encounter in college, whether on or 
off campus; and (3) outcomes, students’ characteristics, knowledge, skills, attitudes, values, 
beliefs, and behaviors as they exist after college (Astin, 1993, p.7; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005, 
p. 53).  Involvement is a construct positioned between Environment and Outcome (Wolf-Wendel 
et al., 2009) and the three elements, directly and indirectly, shape college outcomes to varying 
degrees (Astin, 1993; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).  Together, student involvement theory and 
the I-E-O model are helpful tools for institutions to think “about what matters in the lives of 
students and what interventions we can create to make effective learning environments, and to 
specify what a student has to do to make the experience richer and more fulfilling” (Wolf-
Wendel et al., 2009, p. 412). 
Engagement  
 The engagement construct has changed throughout the years, with its meaning evolving 
as subsequent research developed since its original introduction by Ralph Tyler in the 1930s 
(Kuh, 2009).  The earliest iteration, proposed by Tyler, supported the importance of time on task 
and, today, the term engagement is more encompassing of other constructs including quality of 
effort and student involvement in positive learning outcomes (Kuh, 2009).  Simply put, the 
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concept of student engagement suggests “the more students study a subject, the more they know 
about it, and the more students practice and get feedback from faculty and staff members on their 
writing and collaborative problem solving, the deeper they come to understand what they are 
learning and the more adept they become at managing complexity, tolerating ambiguity, and 
working with people from different backgrounds or with different views” (Kuh, 2009, p. 5).  
Student engagement has two key components: (1) the amount of time and effort students put into 
their studies and other educationally purposeful activities, and (2) how institutions of higher 
education deploy their resources and organizes the curriculum and other learning opportunities to 
get students to participate in activities that decades of research studies show are linked to student 
learning (National Survey of Student Engagement, 2017; Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009, p. 413).  
Engagement activities include “purposeful student-faculty contact and active and collaborative 
learning” and are perceived by students as “inclusive and affirming” with clearly communicated 
expectations (Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009, p. 413).  Such educational activities that foster student 
engagement help build the foundation for a satisfying life after college (Kuh, 2009).  Student 
engagement influences student satisfaction with the overall experience and directly links to 
persistence and degree completion (Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009).  Pascarella and Terenzni (2005) 
concluded, “the impact of college is largely determined by individual effort and involvement in 
the academic, interpersonal, and extracurricular offerings on campus…” (p. 602).  Student 
engagement emphasizes the importance of intentionally designing educational activities for 
desired outcomes, with the onus for success falling to the institution (Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009). 
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Integration  
 Tinto developed his interactionalist theory of academic and social integration in response 
to identifying why students voluntarily withdraw from an institution (Tinto, 1993).  Based on 
Van Gennep’s 1960 rites of passage model, Tinto suggested three phases exist when an 
individual successfully joins a new group: (1) separation from the previous or original group 
(physically or symbolically), (2) transition from the existing to the new setting, and (3) 
incorporation and adoption of the new group (Gardner et al., 1998; Kuh et al., 2006; Milem & 
Berger, 1997; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009).  If a student is unable to 
move through these three phases effectively, then they are less likely to persist.  However, if a 
student’s “values, goals, and attitudes” are in alignment with those of the institution, then he or 
she is more likely to persist (Hunter & Murray, 2007, p. 25).  Furthermore, Tinto proposed that 
students adjust to college life through complementary academic and social integration processes 
(Kuh et al., 2006).  He defined social integration as “students’ perceptions of interactions with 
the peer group, faculty and staff at the institution, as well as involvement in extra- and co-
curricular activities” (Tinto, 1993; Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009, p. 415).  Academic integration 
“refers to perception of the experiences in the formal and informal academic system resulting 
from interactions with faculty, staff, and students inside and outside the classroom setting that 
enhances the intellectual development of the student” (Tinto, 1993; Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009, p. 
415).  Furthermore, Tinto argued “learning is linked to persistence given that “the more students 
learn, the more likely they are to persist” (Tinto, 1993, p. 131).  Students’ perception of their 
level of integration and fit with their campus community strongly influences whether or not they 
persist at an institution, most often during the first year (Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009).  Tinto’s 
theory lends itself to the importance of integrating students into the campus community and 
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creating opportunities for them to make meaningful connections in order to persist and be 
successful (Tinto, 1993; Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009).  A benefit of integration is “it strengthens 
students’ commitments to both their personal goals and to the institution” (Pascarella & 
Terenzini, 2005, p. 56); therefore, better preparing them for life after graduation. 
Senior Expectations 
 All college students face two critical transitions: the transition into higher education and 
the transition to life after graduation (Gardner et al., 1998).  A great deal of attention is focused 
on transitioning students into the college setting, but not the latter.  Institutions spend a 
significant amount of time educating students very early on in their experience about what is 
expected of them as students, but they never survey students to understand what they expect of 
the institution, as students or alumni, quite possibly creating unmet expectations (Miller et al., 
2005).  Expectations “refer to all those things that our past experiences have taught us to 
realistically anticipate” and are “based on our best understanding of our past experiences” 
(Howard, 2005, p. 12), and therefore, influence subsequent behaviors and experiences (Kuh et 
al., 2006).  “Establishing expectations is a way for institutions to engage students, set terms for 
their experiences, and reframe expectations that might be unreasonable or unrealistic” (Miller et 
al., 2005, p. 4).  Students will more likely be satisfied with their college experience when their 
expectations and actual experiences align (Braxton, Vesper & Hossler, 1995; Kuh et al., 2006). 
The expectations of seniors have largely gone unexamined, possibly negatively positioning 
institutions to be unable to deliver (Gardner et al., 1998; Miller at al., 2005).  Seniors do indeed 
have expectations about life after graduation.  According to Gardner et al. (1998), following their 
investment of time and energy, they expect that completing their degree will be a celebrated 
  55 
accomplishment.  Students and parents alike expect upon graduating from college they will 
immediately get a high paying job, have an increase in living standards and will be able to repay 
student loans (Gardner et al., 1998).   
By understanding graduating senior expectations, which started with the admissions 
recruitment process and was shaped by subsequent interactions with institutional faculty and 
staff, institutions can provide services and benefits that young alumni value in order to build a 
lifelong relationship (O’Neil, 2014).  An example is career service offerings.  The Chronicle of 
Philanthropy’s Millennial Alumni Study found 14 percent of respondents had gotten help from 
their alma mater’s career services as alumni and 45 percent said their alma mater’s career 
services was unhelpful (O’Neil, 2014).  According to Rob Henry, executive director of emerging 
constituencies and online programs at the Council for Advancement and Support of Education, 
“A lot of our millennials are saying, ‘Am I getting the job I anticipated? Am I receiving the 
salary that I expected after having this degree? It is an expectation—there is something I expect 
this degree to do for me. When you meet that expectation, now I am willing to give back to you 
as an institution” (as cited in O’Neil, 2014, p. 2).  
Campus Collaborations  
 It has been well documented that student success, largely in the first-year but also 
throughout the entire educational experience, is the responsibility of all departments across 
campus regardless of academic or non-academic function.  Students are most successful in a 
seamless learning environment (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005), which is “characterized by 
coherent educational purposes, comprehensive policies and practices consistent with students’ 
needs and abilities” (Whitt et al., 2008, p. 236).  The same can be said for preparing students for 
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their role as alumni, given that satisfaction with the student experience is the most significant 
predictor of alumni involvement and giving (Monks, 2003).  Traditionally, institutions often 
approach the relationship with students differently before they become alumni, but in reality, 
they are the same people at different life stages.  Therefore, the ways in which student affairs and 
academic affairs use theory and good practices such as those previously discussed to engage 
students in the college experience are the same ways alumni relations personnel work to engage 
alumni in the life of the college after graduation.  Institutions need to emphasize connections 
between students’ activities and involvement to opportunities for alumni engagement (Johnson & 
Eckel, 1998).  Alumni are essentially students who have already received a degree with a vital 
and lifelong connection to their alma maters (Singer & Hughey, 2002).  Therefore, the 
collaboration between alumni relations and other campus partners, especially student affairs, will 
enhance both the student and alumni experience.  Both groups “strive to accomplish the same 
objectives by working with essentially the same population—but at different points in their 
association with the institution” (Singer & Hughey, 2002, p. 51).  By partnering, alumni relations 
personnel are able to better understand the student experience in order to provide similar and 
complementary experiences to alumni (Jablonski, 1999).  Moreover, by providing opportunities 
for students to participate in alumni and fundraising activities while still students will help create 
a culture of philanthropy long after graduation (Drezner, 2011; Mulugetta et al., 1999).  James P. 
Brawley, the former president of Clark College, believed in and shared the importance of 
creating a culture of philanthropy during the student experience:   
If you are going to develop responsive alumni you don’t do it by talking to them when 
there are in their cap and gowns ready to go, and then expect them to respond by giving 
handsome gifts to the college…The need is to develop a systematic plan for the alumni to 
contribute and stimulate their interest through what is done while that are at the college 
for four years, and if you don’t get a good response out of them during those four years, 
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the chances are 99 percent that you won’t get much of a response after they have gone (as 
cited in Drezner & Huehls, 2015, p. 86). 
 
Institutions, where partnerships have occurred between alumni relations and other campus 
partners, have experienced considerable benefits because students can observe and model the 
behavior of engaged alumni (Singer & Hughey, 2002).   
Singer and Hughey (2002) outlined four broad ways in which alumni relations personnel 
can work collaboratively with campus partners to enrich student and alumni life through creative 
partnerships.  First, alumni can support admissions efforts.  Alumni can help recruit students by 
referring them to apply to the institution, serving on an interview or selection committee, and 
participating in welcome and orientation programs.  Including alumni in the recruitment process 
allows the institution to keep them informed about academic programs, campus life, and other 
initiatives while engaging them (Dolbert, 1999).  Second, institutions can establish student 
alumni organizations. These organizations help strengthen the connection between the student 
experience and the alumni experience while creating some of the institution’s most active 
volunteers, advocates, and lifelong donors (Brant, 1999).  Additionally, such student alumni 
organizations are structured as a campus service organization and members assist during 
admissions recruitment events, provide campus tours and even alumni reunion events (Singer & 
Hughey, 2002).  A philanthropy component may also be included as part of the student alumni 
organization as a way to educate current students about alumni giving and generosity (Miller, 
2010).  Third, alumni can support career development programs.  With employment following 
graduation a primary concern for students and parents alike, alumni can serve an important role 
in mentoring students, providing internship opportunities and speaking to classes about the 
experience in a particular field.  Since young alumni “are at the genesis of loyalty to their alma 
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mater,” a strong career services program is positioned to reinforce the importance of alumni 
involvement with the institution (Contardo, 1999, p. 41).  Lastly, alumni associations can partner 
with student affairs to provide programs and activities for current students to begin supporting 
the transition from student to alumnihood (Singer & Hughey, 2002).  For the benefit of our 
future alumni and alumni alike, “when a campus functions as a closely knit community, those 
who pass through it feel a connection and a sense of family and shared values” (Miller, 2010, p. 
8).  Including undergraduates’ involvement in “alumni and fundraising activities at institutions is 
a community of participation that creates a strong foundation for active alumni support after 
graduation” (Drezner, 2011, p. 66).  Engaged students are more likely to become engaged 
alumni, and providing opportunities for students to connect with alumni will only strengthen 
their relationship with the institution.  
Summary 
Higher education institutions are charged with “creating an active and engaged citizenry,” 
and often a common goal is to create a sense of community espousing prosocial behaviors, 
“voluntary actions toward others” such as philanthropy (Drezner, 2011, p. 65).  Within the 
current landscape, institutions are calling on alumni for voluntary support to meet shortfalls 
between operating budgets, and it is more important now than ever before that they understand 
how to engage students and young alumni to support their alma mater upon graduation and in 
years to come (Drezner, 2011).  The current literature on alumni giving has identified satisfaction 
with the student experience as a key determinant of alumni giving and involvement.  Therefore, 
understanding the student experience and its connections to alumni engagement will be critical in 
creating meaningful alumni experiences.  Given the limited research on fundraising and 
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philanthropy in general, as well as the lack of studies from the student perspective, this study will 
provide insight into the perceptions and expectations of graduating seniors allowing institutions 
to develop services and benefits better to establish loyal relationships with its alumni.   
  
  60 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THREE: METHODS 
Introduction  
 As discussed in Chapter Two, the body of literature and research regarding philanthropy 
and fundraising is limited and alumni giving behavior has been examined from only the alumni 
perspective after graduation, mainly using quantitative designs.  Research has focused on 
predicting alumni engagement behavior and giving motivation by identifying demographic 
characteristics, motives, and experiences that indicate a likelihood of giving and involvement 
after graduation.  Prior research fails to acknowledge how students develop an understanding of 
what it means to be active alumni or how satisfaction is created to foster feelings of willingness 
to become engaged as alumni.  Additionally, throughout the college experience, institutions 
never determine what expectations students have of institutions (Miller et al., 2005), neither as 
students nor alumni.  Once students graduate and become alumni, it is likely too late to change 
their beliefs about an institution and this may have a negative impact on alumni engagement, 
which is becoming increasingly more important with each graduating class as institutions come 
to rely on the support of their alumni (Johnson & Eckel, 1998).  Understanding student 
perceptions and expectations before they graduate and become alumni is critical because 
satisfaction with the student experience is a reliable indicator of alumni engagement and giving 
(Baade & Sundberg, 1996; Clotfelter, 2001; Clotfelter, 2003; Gaier, 2005; Johnson & Eckel, 
1998; McAlexander & Koenig, 2001; McDearmon & Shirley; 2009; Monks, 2003; Sun et al., 
2007).  Having an understanding of student perceptions and expectations regarding alumni 
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engagement will allow institutions the ability to strengthen programming during the student 
experience to prepare current students for their role as lifelong alumni, which will ultimately 
increase institutional alumni support and engagement by developing a culture of philanthropy 
and loyalty to the institution.   
This basic qualitative interview study is an exploration of students’ perceptions about 
alumni engagement and their perceived relationship with the institution, as well as expectations 
of the institution as alumni following graduation.  A discussion of the rationale for the research 
design and method is presented in this chapter, as well as descriptions of the population and 
sample, data gathering technique and data analysis plan.  Concluding this chapter will be a 
discussion of the researcher’s reflexivity and bias concerning the study.  
Research Design  
Qualitative research is “a systematic, empirical strategy for answering questions about 
people in a particular social context” (Locke, Spirduso & Silverman, 2014, p. 96) in which 
meaning is socially constructed in a reality that is not fixed, with multiple constructions and 
interpretations (Merriam & Tisdale, 2015; Watkins, 2012).  Simply stated, “researchers do not 
‘find’ research; they construct it” (Merriam & Tisdale, 2015, p. 9).  This type of research is often 
used to explore people’s social experiences within the world they are living and to express their 
perspectives (Hatch, 2002; Johnson & Christensen, 2012; Johnson & Rowlands, 2012; Merriam 
& Tisdale, 2015).  Qualitative research provides flexibility in conducting studies and does not 
prescribe a single way of doing research, which lends itself well to exploratory topics as design 
and questions develop, improve, and change as the study progresses because the researcher can 
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take into account findings once within the social setting being researched (Hatch, 2002; 
Lichtman, 2013; Watkins, 2012).   
The research design for this study was a basic qualitative interview study.  According to 
Merriam and Tisdale (2015), a basic qualitative study, as employed here, seeks to understand 
how participants make meaning of a phenomenon with the extension of knowledge as its goal.  
Furthermore, the researcher mediates the meaning using an inductive strategy, and describes the 
outcomes in thick, richly descriptive detail (Merriam & Tisdale, 2015).  In basic qualitative 
studies, the researcher listens to the voices of those studied and relies heavily on their words to 
share study outcomes (Lichtman, 2013).  An interest in understanding other people’s lived 
experience from their point of view and the meaning they make of that experience, without 
having participated in it as the researcher, is the very foundation of in-depth interviewing 
(Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015; Rubin & Rubin, 2012; Seidman, 2013).  According to Johnson and 
Rowlands (2012), in-depth interviewing uncovers a “deep” understanding of information and 
knowledge, and, in this context, the term deep has several meanings: (1) deep understandings are 
held by the participants in some everyday activity, event, or place; (2) deep understandings go 
beyond commonsense explanations for and other understandings of some cultural form, activity, 
event, place, or artifact; (3) deep understandings can reveal how our commonsense assumptions, 
practices, and ways of talking partly constitute our interest and how we understand them; and (4) 
deep understandings allow us to grasp and articulate the multiple views of, perspectives on, and 
meanings of some activity, event, place or cultural object (p. 102).  The primary way to 
investigate an educational organization is “through the experience of the individual people, the 
‘others’ who make up the organization or carry out the process” (p. 9) and interviewing provides 
a sufficient avenue of investigation to understand the meaning perceived by others (Seidman, 
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2013).  While numerous studies have examined the philanthropic behavior of alumni, none of 
them has focused on the real perspectives of the students living the experience and how it may 
influence their engagement as alumni.  
To date, the vast majority of research regarding alumni engagement and giving behavior 
has been quantitative, which sheds light on only part of the phenomenon and limits the general 
body of knowledge.  Quantitative studies have looked at demographic variables of engaged 
alumni who give back to their alma mater, but such studies have not provided detailed insight 
into how the student experience affects behavior as alumni and how students develop an 
understanding of their role as alumni.  Qualitative research can help uncover some of the 
personal beliefs students have about the alumni experience, which will provide a stronger 
foundation for future quantitative studies as potential hypotheses develop for later testing.  
Having detailed qualitative information from the student perspective can significantly benefit the 
practices of an institution when preparing future alumni while they are still students, as well as 
provide critical information needed to create a survey instrument to capture student perspectives 
during the student experience.  
Research Paradigm 
Qualitative research, according to Creswell (2017), “begins with assumptions and the use 
of interpretive theoretical frameworks that inform the study of research problems addressing the 
meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem” (p. 42).  Therefore, the 
research paradigm for this study is interpretivist, which is “self-conscious value-centered rather 
than pretending to be value free” (Paul, 2005, p. 44) and results in stories rather than theories due 
to the emphasis on personal narrative (Paul, 2005; Seidman, 2013).  Max Weber (1864-1920) 
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suggested that interpretivist researchers are concerned with Verstehen, which is understanding 
something from the other person’s—rather, the insider’s or the other’s—perspective (Johnson & 
Christensen, 2012, p. 36).  Instead of explaining through causality, Verstehen allows emphasis to 
be placed on the different methods of conducting research (Crotty, 1998).  Weber’s Verstehen 
sociology “considers the individual and his action as the basic unit” (Crotty, 1998, p. 68) and 
underscores meanings people assign to their actions and experiences (Lichtman, 2013; Locke et 
al., 2014).   
Research studies conducted in this paradigm, including this one, seek culturally derived 
and historically situated explanations of the social life-world (Crotty, 1998).  The reality of 
interpretivism is subjective and constructed, often creating multiple truths, which cannot be 
quantified (Locke et al., 2014; Sipe & Constable, 1996).  For interpretivists, according to Sipe 
and Constable (1996), “there are many truths, because there is no airtight distinction between the 
knower and what is known; and discourse assumes the form of a dialogue between various 
knowers, as they attempt to describe and understand the world from the point of view of 
someone else” (p.158).  The active role of the interviewer within in-depth interviewing involves 
an inseparable immersion of the interviewer’s self as she attempts to discover key perspectives of 
participants (Johnson & Rowlands, 2012).   
Brinkmann and Kvale (2015) approached interviewing “as a craft, as a knowledge-
producing activity, and as a social practice” (p. 20) and used the contrasting metaphors of a 
miner and a traveler to represent the role of the interviewer throughout the process.  As a miner, 
the researcher collects knowledge by digging into the participant’s experiences, waiting to be 
uncovered.  Alternatively, as a traveler, knowledge is constructed as the researcher wanders 
through the participant’s experiences encouraging them to tell their stories.  Salmons (2015) 
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introduced the metaphor of the gardener, suggesting the “interviewer uses questions to plant a 
seed and then cultivates the growth of ideas and shared perceptions through extended dialogues 
with participants” (p. 8).  The gardener metaphor pertains to the romantic interpretivist approach 
to data collection, to be used in this study, because of the active role of the researcher, facilitating 
the revelation of the participant’s inner feelings through reflective listening and encouragement 
(Salmons, 2015).  A primary goal of in-depth interviewing is to have participants reconstruct 
their experience within the study’s topic (Seidman, 2013).   
Research Method  
Interviews are among the most common methods of collecting qualitative data, as are 
observations, document analysis, and focus groups (Merriam & Tisdale, 2015; Roulston, 2010a; 
Watkins, 2012), but interviews seek a deep understanding of information and knowledge in 
comparison to the other methods (Johnson & Rowlands, 2012).  According to Wang and Yang 
(2012), interviews have four common features: (1) an interview is a goal or task-oriented talk to 
gather information, in which the interviewer and the interviewee have their respective roles to 
play; (2) the interviewer acts in the role of questioning and the interviewee in the role of 
answering; (3) the question-answer sequence is the predominant sequential structure in an 
interview; (4) the interviewer is empowered to ask questions, and the interviewee is confined to 
respond (p. 231).  Given that this topic has not been studied previously, nor can the research 
questions be answered numerically, employing a qualitative interview method will be the most 
appropriate for understanding students’ experiences and perceptions regarding alumni 
engagement.  In this study, the use of qualitative research interviews—specifically responsive 
interviews—was guided by Rubin and Rubin (2012), leading authorities on this type of research.  
  66 
Responsive interviewing accommodates a variety of styles while incorporating field standards 
and highlights the dynamic and iterative process that is qualitative interviewing.  A key function 
of responsive interviewing is flexibility, and the evolution of the interview purpose and questions 
as the researcher responds to unique information the participant shares (Rubin & Rubin, 2012).  
Responsive interviewing embraces the personalities of both conversational partners and 
“assumes that what people have experienced is true for them, and by sharing these experiences, 
the researcher can enter the interviewee’s world” (Rubin & Rubin, 2012, p. 7).  According to 
Hatch (2002), researchers may begin an interview with questions in mind, but as rapport is 
established and participants share their experiences, the flow of the conversation and questions 
generated will change based on responses.  
 The selected data collection method in this study was the semi-structured in-depth 
interview, or rather a structured conversation, organized by a collection of main questions, 
follow-up questions, and probes to keep interviews on target (Rubin & Rubin, 2012).  In semi-
structured interviews, researchers use a guide with prepared open-ended questions, starting at the 
same point with each interviewee and changing based on the provided responses (Roulston, 
2010b).  Responsive interviews, according to Rubin and Rubin (2012), are developed around 
main questions, follow-up questions and probes that, together, “elicit the rich data that speak to 
your research question” (p. 116).  Main questions are prepared in advance to make sure all major 
parts of the research problem are covered, whereas follow-up questions are designed in response 
for an explanation of themes, concepts, or events that the participant has introduced.  Probes help 
manage the conversation by keeping it on topic, signaling the desired level of depth, and asking 
for examples or clarification (Rubin & Rubin, 2012).  With the goal of depth and detail in mind, 
the interview protocol was designed in alignment with responsive interviewing.  A romantic 
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interview protocol, using a responsive style, was used during the interview process to truly 
understand the participants’ beliefs, perspectives, and opinions (Roulston, 2010a).  In this 
conception, the active role of the researcher within the study is celebrated and the researcher is 
willing and able to express her interests in the research topic to build a genuine rapport and trust 
with participants (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015; Roulston, 2010a; Roulston, 2010b).  This self-
revealing and empathetic conversation will lead to “true confessions which will generate data to 
produce in-depth interpretations of participants’ life worlds” (Roulston, 2010a, p. 218).  A pilot 
study was conducted before beginning official interviews to ensure interview questions were 
eliciting detailed responses, rich with thematic information (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). 
Research Questions 
 The purpose of this basic qualitative interview study was to explore student perceptions 
regarding alumni engagement, their expectations of the institution in facilitating their role as 
alumni, and to understand what they believe will be their relationship with an institution 
following graduation.  This research was guided by the following questions: 
1. What do students expect their roles to be as alumni?  
a. In what ways do students want to be included in the life of the institution as 
alumni?  
b. What opportunities for engagement do students expect the institution to provide 
them as alumni?  
c. What do students expect from the institution regarding supporting them in their 
roles as alumni?  
2. What do students expect will be their relationship with the institution as alumni?  
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3. How do students describe their inclination to become actively engaged alumni? 
a. What would influence students’ decisions to give financially (support) to their 
alma mater as alumni? 
b. What would influence students’ decisions to give time (involvement) to their alma 
mater as alumni?  
c. What do students perceive to be their responsibility to their alma mater as alumni?  
4. To what extent do perceptions and expectations for alumni life differ between actively 
involved students and those who are not involved? 
Research Site and Participant Selection 
The University of Tampa, the selected research site, is a comprehensive medium-sized 
private, independent university with a curriculum rooted in the liberal arts located in the 
Southeast U.S.  The institution has the Carnegie Foundation basic classification as Master's 
Colleges & Universities: Larger Programs (http://carnegieclassifications.iu.edu).  The total 
enrolled student population is approximately 9,300, including undergraduate and graduate 
students, with approximately 2,200 degrees conferred annually.  In the 2018-2019 school year, 
the research site awarded $68 million in institutional aid to students.  Approximately 92% of its 
students received some form of financial aid, which increases the need for private donations to 
help provide scholarship dollars.  The research site recently completed a $150 million multi-year 
comprehensive campaign, bringing the endowment to approximately $50 million, and raised 
$12.7 million in the 2016-17 fiscal year.  According to the 2017 Voluntary Support of Education 
Survey, the research site solicited 20,068 alumni and received gifts from 3,240 alumni donors, 
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which yields a 7.8 percent alumni giving percentage—matching the national average (Kaplan, 
2018).     
All currently enrolled, traditional age full-time, undergraduate students at the senior level 
who attended the research site institution their entire time in college, were invited to participate 
in the study.  Those students who were actively involved in Greek Life, planned to stay in the 
Tampa Bay area following graduation, and did not have plans to immediately attend graduate 
school were selected to participate in the study.  Also, students who were not actively involved in 
campus activities—they did not belong to any clubs, organizations, athletics teams, campus 
employment sponsored by the institution—and planned to stay in the Tampa Bay area following 
graduation, as well as did not have plans to immediately attend graduate school were selected to 
participate in the study.  Students were classified as senior standing by the number of credit 
hours earned, which is 90 credit hours at the selected research site.  However, the study was not 
open to students enrolled part-time, in graduate, specialty or non-traditional programs, (e.g., 
certificate, evening or adult programs), to have a homogeneous group—though there is potential 
for future studies regarding non-traditional student groups, as well as specialized sub-groups 
(e.g., specific majors, athletics, on- or off-campus residents, etc.).  
Participant Selection Procedures 
All recruited participants in the study were full-time enrolled seniors under the age of 24 
who attended only the research site their entire time in college.  The demographics of the 
students naturally reflected those of the greater student body at the selected research site because 
everyone meeting the inclusion criteria was invited to participate.  Up to 25 students meeting the 
criteria were eligible to participate in the study, on a first-come, first-serve basis until saturation 
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had occurred.  Students who volunteered to participate after the target number of interviews had 
been completed were immediately thanked and informed the study window was closed.  
Participation in the study was voluntary.  Participants were recruited using nonrandom, 
purposeful sampling based on specific criteria and purpose rather than random selection 
(Merriam & Tisdale, 2015).  With purposeful samples, the researcher “selects individuals and 
sites for the study because they can purposefully inform an understanding of the research 
problem and central phenomenon in the study” (Creswell & Poth, 2017, p. 158), and identifies 
the characteristics of interest and then locates people with those characteristics (Johnson & 
Christensen, 2012).   
Before conducting the study, as the researcher, I established a relationship with key 
personnel at the research site—the formal gatekeepers—to receive permission to conduct the 
study (Seidman, 2013).  Key personnel included staff in the Office of Institutional Research, 
Office of Student Affairs, and the Institutional Review Board (IRB) faculty representative.  At 
the time of my proposal, I had received temporary approval to complete the study at the research 
site, contingent upon successful completion of the IRB process at the University of South Florida 
(USF).  Upon receiving IRB approval for the entire study through USF, as well as at the 
individual research site, participants were recruited through the assistance of the Office of 
institutional Research.  The Office of Institutional Research at the research site provided me with 
a password protected contact list of total eligible participants and I sent out a recruitment email 
to those identified students copying the Vice President of Student Affairs and Dean of Students 
on all communication.  A recruitment email was sent to all eligible seniors in January 2019 
inviting them to participate in the study.  The email included an overview of the study specifying 
the benefits to the institution for participating (Appendix A), an online consent form (Appendix 
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B), and a short profile questionnaire administered through Survey Monkey (Appendix C) for 
interested participants to complete to indicate a willingness to be contacted directly.  As an 
incentive to participate, students who completed all interview requirements were given one 
Starbucks gift card valued at $10.  One reminder was sent to the population one week after the 
initial email invitation was sent, with a final reminder sent two weeks after the initial email 
invitation was sent (Appendix D).   
The target sample size was 12 to 25 participants, with two subgroups of actively involved 
and not-involved students.  The target sample size was determined to allow the study to have a 
variety of participants with different knowledge and experiences to provide a well-rounded 
narrative (Rubin & Rubin, 2012), as well as the ability to identify themes across participants due 
to repetition in responses.  In qualitative research, no steadfast rules exist regarding selecting the 
number of participants, as the number may vary across studies depending on what is being 
studied, and more does not correlate to quality (Johnson & Rowlands, 2012; Johnson & 
Christensen, 2012; Licthman, 2013).  However, in qualitative studies sample sizes are sufficient 
when the total number of participants is higher, representative of a larger population and 
homogenous (Hatch, 2002).  Seidman (2013) suggested there are two criteria to determine if 
“enough” participants have been interviewed: sufficiency and saturation of information.  First, 
the numbers must be sufficient to reflect a variety of participants within the population to make 
connections to the experiences.  Second, the selected number of participants is enough when the 
interviewer begins hearing the same information and no longer gathers new information. 
Seidman (2013) suggested a 90-minute format as ideal because one hour may not be long enough 
to allow a participant to reflect on lived experiences, while two hours may be too long.  
However, the length can vary depending on the age of participants, such as they may be shorter 
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for younger participants (Seidman, 2013).  Therefore, a target of 12 to 25 participants were to be 
interviewed one time each, up to 90 minutes.   
Using the information provided in the short profile questionnaire, participants were 
selected based on their responses to match the participant selection criteria described above to 
ensure that the two groups were similar to each other.  By specifically selecting traditional age 
undergraduate students at the senior level who attended the research site institution their entire 
time in college, the sample pool was narrowed significantly.  Furthermore, to ensure selection of 
students who likely had similar experiences, the sample was limited to only students who 
participated in Greek Life or no campus activities at all, who planned to stay in the Tampa Bay 
area following graduation, and did not have plans to immediately attend graduate school.  
Participants within each group varied based on individual demographics because the emphasis 
was on the similarity in experiences, which might influence perceptions and expectations 
regarding the institution based on first-hand experience.  Participants were selected in small 
batches of three students per each group of involved and non-involved students to start, and 
additional participants were interviewed, as saturation was determined by the repetition of 
themes in participant remarks.  Interviews would have continued with up to 25 participants if 
saturation did not occur in both groups, and possibly beyond that number if saturation was 
reached in one group but not the other.  Prior to beginning interviews, all respondents were 
emailed thanking them for their interest in participating in the study with an overview of the 
interview process (Appendix E).  Once participants were selected, they were contacted via email 
to thank them for volunteering, confirm participation in the study, and set up an interview time 
(Appendix F)—this took place within eight weeks of the initial recruitment email being sent.  
Additionally, a follow-up/reminder call or text was made to confirm details two days before the 
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interview (e.g., interview date, time and location) with a confirmation email to the participant 
immediately following the call or text (Appendix G).  Each confirmation email included a copy 
of the Informed Consent Form to be reviewed before the interview (Appendix H) and completed 
prior to starting the interview at the first meeting.  Following completion of the interview, each 
participant received an email thanking them for their participation and requested review of the 
attached interview transcripts for accuracy and to add any clarifying information if needed 
(Appendix I).  Ideally, the review of the transcript took place no more than one week following 
the initial interview, depending on the length of time for transcription (Seidman, 2013).  Also, 
those students who volunteered to participate after the target number of interviews has been 
completed were sent an email thanking them for their interest in participating and letting them 
know the study window was closed (Appendix J).  
Data Collection 
For the study, I planned to interview a target of 12 to 25 participants, one time each, 
using an interview protocol designed using Rubin and Rubin’s (2012) framework.  Interview 
protocols are general guides, but actual conversations will go where the participants take them 
since the whole purpose of the study is to explore their personal experience, beliefs and attitudes, 
and meaning (Roulston, 2010a; Rubin & Rubin, 2012; Seidman, 2013).  An interview protocol 
was used with introductory icebreaker questions to build rapport, followed by a list of general 
questions and topics to be discussed in parallel with the research questions (Appendix K).  Rubin 
and Rubin (2012) provided the framework for the development of this study’s interview guide, 
taking into account concerns for responsiveness and flexibility during the interview process.  
They suggested to achieve the level of depth sought during the interview experience, 
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interviewers must create main questions, probes, and follow-ups for the interview.  The flow of 
the interview may change based on the participant’s remarks, with follow up through secondary 
questions as appropriate.  Each conversational partner is unique and therefore each interview 
should be customized to the experiences and perspectives shared by individual participants, so 
each interviewee “comes to feel understood, accepted and trusted as a source of reliable 
information” (Rubin & Rubin, 2012, p. 7).  The interview guide was kept on a clipboard during 
the interview allowing for me to take notes and write down key words or phrases, questions that 
come up during the process, and non-verbal indicators—all with permission of the participant 
(Hatch, 2002).  These notes were considered part of the study and transcribed immediately 
following the individual interviews.  Clearly worded, open-ended and non-leading questions 
were used to reduce any influence as the researcher (Seidman, 2013; Roulston, 2010a).  Each 
interview concluded with a summary of the main points I understood during the individual 
interview (Johnson & Rowlands, 2012).    
Open-ended, semi-structured interviews were used to ask participants about their 
perceptions regarding alumni engagement, their believed role as alumni, and expectations of 
their alma mater.  At the start of each interview, I explained the purpose of the study, answered 
any questions, reminded the participant that participation is voluntary and confidential, and 
collected the completed Informed Consent Form.  Each interview was approximately 90 minutes 
and audio-recorded to allow for transcription.  Permission to record was requested of each 
participant.  Each recording was checked immediately after starting the interview to ensure the 
device was working correctly.  Additionally, a backup recording device was on hand in the event 
there was a malfunction with the first device, as well as additional power supplies (Janesick, 
2011).  All interviews took place either in a mutually agreed upon location or by Skype online 
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video conferencing—at the choice of the interviewee—in a place that was conducive to in-depth 
interviewing (e.g., little background noise, semi-private and comfortable to both the interviewer 
and interviewee) and convenient to the participants.  Each interview was audio and video 
recorded using Skype to create a digital file.  Participants were immediately notified when 
recording had begun, which served as an additional safeguard to ensure participants were aware 
they were being recorded.  Recently, the use of information and communications technologies 
(ICTs) to conduct online interviews in qualitative research has become more popular due to the 
elimination of time and location constraints (Salmons, 2015).  One-on-one interviews lend 
themselves to being conducted synchronously through video conferencing (Janghorban, Roudsari 
& Taghipour, 2014).  Online interviews using ICTs mirror a traditional in-person interview since 
they happen in real time, but with participants in different locations (James & Busher, 2012).  
Skype video conferencing, specifically using the audio and web camera concurrently, allows a 
researcher to engage in a natural conversation in which the researcher can probe and observe 
nonverbal behaviors (Janghorban et al., 2014).  Additionally, participants may be more 
comfortable with video conferencing, and find it more relaxed and convenient (Salmons, 2015), 
which may help increase participation (Janghorban et al., 2014).  While Skype video 
conferencing provides many of the same benefits of in-person interviews, some limitations exist 
which may make ICTs inadequate for specific studies, including the researcher needs to be able 
to observe the interview and the research setting, private or sensitive information is being 
collected, the subject matter is sensitive, and the research demographic does not have access to 
ICTs (Salmons, 2015).  Additionally, the interviewee may not present his or her authentic self 
during an online interview.  According to Goffman, “the presentation of self is the way that a 
person strategically conveys an impression of his or her self that is beneficial for that person” (as 
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cited in Sullivan, 2013, p. 55).  During an in-person interview, the researcher is actively involved 
in the “impression-management” process, but this may not be as explicit during a video 
conferencing interview because authenticity can change as it is socially constructed (Sullivan, 
2013).  However, the presentation of one’s authentic self is difficult to assess in either in-person 
or online interviews (Sullivan, 2013).  Due to the greater use of technology, it may be possible 
that younger generations, including millennials, will actually provide a more accurate 
representation of their authentic self by using ICTs (Sullivan, 2013).  As with this study, “if 
specific features are less important, researchers can afford the participants a degree of control 
over the research process by allowing them to choose between online and telephone or face-to-
face options” (Salmons, 2015, p. 40).  The interview process remained identical for both in-
person or by Skype, maintaining the same level of integrity throughout the process.  An 
overview of the data collection method and a timeline for the data collection process has been 
created as shown in Table 1.  
Table 1 
Data Collection Overview and Timeline 
Data Collection Method Type Strategy Timeframe 
Primary interview with 
participants 
Semi-structured 
Open-ended 
Responsive—See Appendices 
K and N for a detailed 
interview protocol and first 
cycle analysis outline 
Explore perceptions 
and meaning of the 
research topic 
during the 
timeframe of the 
study 
Up to 90 minutes 
In person or by Skype 
March to April 2019 
Member check of 
transcript of primary 
interviews 
Word document sent via 
email for review 
Trustworthiness March through April 
2019, as transcription 
completed 
 
Researcher’s reflective 
journal 
Word document Provide additional 
documentation and 
self-reflexivity 
awareness 
March through August 
2019 (the entire data 
collection and analysis 
period) 
Note: Timeframe is dependent upon IRB approval. 
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Data Analysis  
In qualitative research, data analysis often coincides with data collection due to the 
predominately-inductive nature of the study design (Merriam & Tisdale, 2015; Miles, Huberman 
& Saldaña, 2014).  With each interview, I looked for emerging concepts and themes, which were 
recorded in an electronic research journal throughout the study.  As each interview was completed, 
individual audio recordings were sent to a professional transcription service for same-day 
transcription.  Seidman (2013) called transcription “time-consuming and potentially costly work,” 
and suggested “interviewers who transcribe their own recordings come to know their interviews 
better, but the work is so demanding that they can easily tire and lose enthusiasm for interviewing 
as a research process” (p. 118).  To preserve the consistency of the transcription process, the 
transcripts were transcribed verbatim in their entirety, exactly as the participant answered the 
questions, including repetitive words and fillers, and nonverbal signals (e.g., cough, laughs, phone 
ring, etc.) with appropriate punctuation (Seidman, 2013).  Upon receiving the transcripts, I listened 
to the audio files and read the transcripts repeatedly to connect with the participants’ narrative 
fully.  
While reviewing the transcripts, I looked for statements of significance and meaning, 
including phrases, sentences or words (Johnson & Christensen, 2012).  Lichtman (2013) 
discussed the process of coding, categories, and concepts, which is a helpful format for 
reviewing interview data.  In general, the data analysis process included the following stages 
(Hatch, 2002, p.57):  
…(a) identify topics to be analyzed; (b) read the data, making entries related to topics; (c) 
read entries by topic, recording main ideas; (d) look for patterns, categories and 
relationships; (e) read data, coding entries according to patterns identified; (f) search for 
non-examples of patterns; (g) look for relationships among the patterns identified; (h) 
write your patterns as one-sentence generalizations; (i) select data excerpts to support 
generalizations.  
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I used NVivo, a computer assisted qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS) program, to 
analyze the data.  NVivo allowed data to be imported to create editable synchronized transcripts, 
organized using theme and case coding, as well as visualized with word clouds while making 
connections to the literature.  The first stage of the data analysis process included reading 
through the transcripts and coding the relevant sections to allow information of interest within 
the data to be coded and retrieved (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015).  Coding involves “attaching one 
or more keywords to a text segment” and leads to categorizing the second stage of data analysis, 
and which “entails a more systematic conceptualization of a statement” (Brinkmann & Kvale, 
2015, p. 226).  Additionally, the data analysis process connected back to the study’s conceptual 
framework, psychological contract theory.  Through the coding process, constructs related to 
student expectations were revealed and allowed me to identify how those constructs influence 
student perceptions regarding alumni engagement.  The narratives of the participants were used 
to create participant profiles using pseudonyms and included in the final report to support the 
findings.   
Ethics 
 Moral issues during qualitative inquiry may arise because they “concern the means as 
well as the ends of an interview inquiry” and “the interview affects the interviewees, and the 
knowledge produced by an interview inquiry affects our understanding of the human condition” 
(Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015, pp. 83-84).  While it was not my intention to cause any harm or 
present risk to study participants, an ethical concern existed regarding their treatment because 
they discussed their private lives and sharing personal beliefs.  Because this study was concerned 
with perceptions and expectations about alumni life after graduation, participants may have felt 
stress, anxiety or even guilt if they perceived what they shared was interpreted negatively.  
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Through the process of interviewing about this topic, participant responses may have 
inadvertently been influenced.  Specific to this study, Miles, Huberman, and Saldaña (2014) 
describe potential harm as “blows to self-esteem or ‘looking bad’ to others” (p.61).  Participants 
were reminded throughout the study that participation is completely voluntary and they may 
withdraw at any time without consequence, as well as reminded there were no right or wrong 
answers prior to beginning the interview.  During the interview, I remained neutral and 
empathetic in my questioning, so as not to indicate judgement was being passed on the 
information shared.  Participants were also reassured his or her identity would remain 
confidential and remarks would not be shared with anyone.       
Trustworthiness 
 Given the use of a qualitative interview study within the interpretivist paradigm, as the 
researcher connected to the inquiry process, I made sure to employ standards of rigor throughout 
the study to ensure trustworthiness and to demonstrate excellence (Roulston, 2010b).  While 
complete objectivity is not probable, nor is it the goal, I intended to make this study as 
trustworthy as possible to contribute to the general body of knowledge.  Brinkmann and Kvale 
(2015) identified validation at seven stages throughout the research process, all of which were 
astutely addressed: (1) thematizing, (2) designing, (3) interviewing, (4) transcribing, (5) 
analyzing, (6) validating, and (7) reporting.  The guiding question throughout the data collection 
and analysis process was, “Are you measuring what you think you are measuring?” (Brinkmann 
& Kvale, 2015, p. 283).  Upon analyzing the completed transcripts, I sent an email to participants 
requesting they complete a “member check” by reviewing the transcripts for accuracy and 
providing comments (Roulston, 2010b).  According to Lincoln and Guba, the use of member 
checking, or seeking participant feedback, “is the most crucial technique for establishing 
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credibility” (as cited in Creswell & Poth, 2017, p. 261).  During this stage, participants are asked 
to judge the accuracy and credibility of the data, analyses, interpretations, and conclusions 
(Creswell & Poth, 2017).  Furthermore, I provided detailed information in my final report 
sharing how data analysis was performed, ensuring the process was systematic and thorough 
(Roulston, 2010b, p. 85).  Also, I invited another USF researcher to participate in “data sessions” 
and provided access to transcripts and notes to compare her analyses with mine, as the principal 
researcher (Roulston, 2010b).  The goal was not to identify right or wrong, but to think through 
the process and have another set of eyes on the interviews.  
Role of the Researcher 
A distinct characteristic of qualitative research is the active role of the researcher.  
Whereas in quantitative research the researcher maintains an unbiased and neutral role, in 
qualitative studies the researcher plays a critical role by serving as the primary data collection 
and analysis instrument (Lichtman, 2013; Merriam & Tisdale, 2015; Roulston, 2010a).  In 
qualitative studies, the researcher determines what information to collect, and analyzes and 
interprets the data through a personal lens and moves between the information collected and 
analysis using an iterative process (Lichtman, 2013).  While qualitative researchers try to 
maintain an unbiased stance, this is often difficult because all data are “filtered through the 
researcher’s eyes and ears” and her “experience, knowledge, skills and background” influence 
the interpretation of findings (Lichtman, 2013, p. 21).  Due to the critical nature of the role of the 
researcher, it is imperative that the researcher employs morally responsible behavior throughout 
the process including empathy, sensitivity, and commitment to moral action (Brinkmann & 
Kvale, 2015).   
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Within the interpretivist paradigm, there exists an “ongoing, reciprocal influence between 
the researcher and the researched” as the researcher seeks to understand the perspectives of the 
participants (Sipe and Constable, 1996, p. 154).  According to Peshkin (2012), subjectivity exists 
throughout the entire research study and brings out personal qualities upon contact with the 
research phenomenon.  By being aware of one’s subjectivity, a researcher can “create an 
illuminating, empowering personal statement that attunes…to where self and subject are 
intertwined” (Peshkin, 2012, p. 20).  Reflecting on thoughts concerning the phenomenon being 
studied allows for growth as a researcher (Watt, 2007).  In order to reflect on personal 
subjectivity as the researcher in this study, I kept a research journal throughout the study in the 
form of an electronic document, allowing for notes to be taken, inserted or rearranged as 
appropriate (Peshkin, 2012; Watt, 2007).  Furthermore, I was “self-consciously aware” of my 
subjectivities about the study topic and conversational participants, and explored how they 
affected the study’s findings as I continued each phase of the study (Roulston, 2010a, p. 206).  In 
addition to reflecting on personal subjectivity, I also took notes on the research process including 
how the interviews went, the success of guiding questions, and personal performance asking 
questions (Hatch, 2002).  
My personal subjectivity that I brought into this project is rooted in my own personal and 
professional experience in the advancement field.  I am a graduate and former employee of the 
institution that served as the research site, so that I drew upon my own relationship and personal 
experience with my alma mater, both as a student, alumna, and former employee.  The institution 
was significantly smaller when I attended and has nearly tripled in size in the 15 years following 
my graduation, which would indicate that the student and alumni experience has likely changed 
drastically.  Additionally, I have worked in higher education for 13 years, spending 
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approximately two years in admissions as a counselor and eleven years in advancement, as a 
development associate, assistant director of alumni and parent relations, director of alumni 
engagement, major gift officer, and director of development.  I also served as a first-year 
experience instructor and student affairs volunteer advising several groups and clubs, so I have a 
comprehensive understanding of the involvement of alumni on campus and education provided 
to students.  I started my career working at my undergraduate alma mater, and my perspective as 
an alumna was influenced by working at the institution.  Following my employment at the 
research site, I worked at a small, residential liberal arts college and currently at a small, private 
religiously affiliated college.  My professional experience now includes advancement 
programming in three very different institutions of higher education, and I have made 
assumptions about what I believe to be best practices.  Furthermore, my assumptions regarding 
best practices have also been shaped by my involvement in the Association of Fundraising 
Professionals and the Council for Advancement and Support of Education.  In 2018, I earned my 
Certified Fund Raising Executive (CFRE) certification and have deepened my knowledge of 
ethical fundraising and engagement practices.  Based on my personal and professional 
experiences, I have an interest in understanding students’ perceptions regarding their role as 
alumni to determine how to foster a mutually beneficial relationship between future alumni and 
the institution, strengthening their lifelong affinity.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS  
 
Introduction  
As stated in Chapter One, this qualitative study explored students’ perceptions regarding 
their future role as alumni, their expectations of the institution in facilitating the alumni role, and 
what they believe will be their relationship with the institution following graduation.  This 
chapter presents the details of the data collection process and the findings following a 
comprehensive data analysis for this research study.  In accordance with Chapter Three, data 
were collected through semi-structured, in-depth responsive interviews (Rubin & Rubin, 2012).  
Additionally, this chapter contains the reasoning for decisions made during the data collection 
and analysis phases of this research study to assist future researchers who may try to reproduce 
this study thoroughly understand how the analyses process was informed and findings were 
determined.  Roulston (2010b) recommended providing detailed information in the final report to 
share how data analysis was performed to ensure the process was systematic and thorough; thus, 
strengthening this study's trustworthiness. 
Data Collection, Organization, and Management  
Data collection timeframe and duration.  Study approval was provided by the 
University of South Florida’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) on October 31, 2018.  
Subsequent approval was granted by the University of Tampa’s IRB on November 6, 2018, and 
shared with the University of Tampa’s Office of Institutional Research.  Due to the timing being 
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close to Thanksgiving break and nearing the end of the fall semester, participant recruitment was 
delayed until January 2019.  In combination with UT’s Vice President for Student Affairs and 
Dean of Students, I sent out the initial recruitment email one week before the beginning of the 
spring semester start, with reminder emails following at the two- and three-week marks.  A final 
recruitment email was sent in mid-March as the last push effort to recruit a few more 
participants, making the entire recruitment process eight weeks in total.       
 Participants in the study.  During the initial three-week recruitment process, 44 
respondents completed the profile questionnaire administered through Survey Monkey.  
However, a closer review revealed six were duplicates, and those respondents completed the 
questionnaire twice, meaning there were 38 unique respondents.  Of those 38 respondents, only 
nine met the original inclusion criteria of having participated in Greek Like, planned to stay in 
Tampa Bay, and did not have immediate plans to attend graduate school following graduation.  
Zero students who were not involved in campus activities, planned to stay in Tampa Bay, and did 
not have immediate plans to attend graduate school following graduation completed the 
questionnaire.  Fortunately, qualitative inquiry is flexible and lends itself well to exploratory 
topics, such as this, because the researcher can take into account findings once within the social 
setting being researched as the study progresses (Hatch, 2002; Lichtman, 2013; Watkins, 2012).   
Therefore, after consultation with my major professor, I submitted an amendment to the 
University of South Florida’s IRB requesting to change the inclusion criteria to include students 
who participated in any campus activities, including Greek Life or other clubs and organizations, 
who planned to stay in Tampa Bay, and did not have immediate plans to attend graduate school 
following graduation.  Additionally, I decided to remove the sub-group of students who were not 
involved in campus activities since I did not have a single respondent meeting those criteria.  
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Upon receiving approval from the University of South Florida’s IRB to move forward with this 
new inclusion criteria, I had a total of 16 respondents who were eligible to participate in the 
study based on the changes.  Unfortunately, the lapse in time between the initial recruitment 
period and when outreach began to schedule interviews caused some attrition in the number of 
students still interested or available to participate, yielding only eight participants.  Due to this, a 
final recruitment email was sent following spring break, and eight additional students completed 
the questionnaire with three of them meeting the inclusion criteria and then completing their 
interview.   
After the interview phase, 11 students fully participated by having completed the one-on-
one interview and subsequent transcript review.  While the original target was 12 to 25 
participants, my major professor and I determined 11 participants would be sufficient to move 
forward given the number of recruitment emails sent out and attempts to schedule interviews 
with respondents who completed the questionnaire, the lateness in the semester with graduation 
approaching, as well as the repetition of themes shared in the completed interviews.  
Additionally, the original target number of participants included two subgroups of students, 
which was reduced to a single group based on the amended inclusion criteria.  
Assignment of pseudonyms.  In order to protect the identity of participants, each one 
was assigned a pseudonym.  Names were assigned in the order the interviews were completed 
starting with the corresponding letter in the alphabet.  For example, the first participant was 
assigned the name Ashley, the fourth participant was assigned the name Danielle, and the 
eleventh participant was assigned the name Kayla.  Names were selected using the Social 
Security Administration’s list of popular names in the 1990s since the participants were all born 
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in 1997.  Any other identifying information was removed from the study to ensure participants’ 
identities were protected.     
Table 2 
Participants’ Information  
 
Pseudonym Age 
Range 
US 
Region or 
Country 
Major Campus  
Involvements 
GPA Lived in 
Campus 
Housing 
Senior 
Year  
Ashley 21-22 Midwest   Accounting Academic Business Fraternities, 
Institute of Management 
Accountants, Collegiate 
Ministries, Resident Advisor 
3.58 No 
Brittany 21-22 Mid-
Atlantic   
International 
Business 
Inter Varsity Christian 
Fellowship, Health and 
Wellness Group, Center for 
Public speaking 
3.92 No 
Courtney 21-22 Northeast Nursing PEACE Volunteer 
Organization, Student Nurses 
Association, Saunders Writing 
Center  
3.8 No 
Danielle 21-22 Northeast Nursing Social Sorority, Student Nurses 
Association 
3.64 No 
Emily 21-22 Northeast Elementary 
education 
Social Sorority, Academic 
Education Fraternity 
3.2 No 
Fiona 21-22 Mid-
Atlantic 
Management Social Sorority, ELITE 
Leadership Group, Academic 
Business Fraternity, Success 
Scholars 
3.3 No 
Grace 21-22 Southwest Economics Academic Business Fraternity, 
President’s Leadership Fellows, 
Success Scholars 
3.92 No 
Hannah 21-22 Southeast Human 
Performance 
Honor Society, Women’s 
Group, Tampa Pride 
3.04 No 
Isabella 21-22 Colombia Political Science Social Sorority, Diplomats, 
First-Year Mentor, Honors 
Program 
3.6 No 
Jennifer 22-23 Mid-
Atlantic 
Communications Campus Employment,  
Social Sorority  
3.19 No 
Kayla 21-22 Northeast Allied Health 
Medical Sciences 
MedLife, Pre-Professional All, 
Intramural Sports 
3.53 No 
N=11 
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Though gender was not explicitly collected as part of the participant profile questionnaire, all 
study participants were female.  Only three of the total 18 eligible participants were male, though 
none of the males participated.  Given only seniors were interviewed, all participants were in the 
21 to 23-year old range and represented all four colleges at the University.  Of the participants, 
10 were domestic students from the United States, and one was an international student from 
Columbia.  None of the participants currently lived in campus housing, but all had lived on 
campus at some point during their student experience.  
 Pilot study.  As suggested by Rubin and Rubin (2012), a pilot study was conducted with 
a current student who met the inclusion criteria for the study.  The pilot study participant was 
selected because she immediately reached out following an email I sent to advise respondents of 
the timeline and process for scheduling interviews.  She expressed an interest in receiving the 
results of the study and shared her personal belief that connections exist between the student 
experience and the alumni experience.  Because of this, I asked if she would be willing to be my 
first participant to provide feedback regarding the process to ensure interview questions were 
encouraging participants to share pertinent information.  She happily obliged, and our meeting 
lasted nearly two hours because she was extremely detailed in her responses and enthusiastic 
about providing feedback to help improve the study.  Overall, her comments were positive, and 
she thought the questions uncovered student perceptions about the alumni experience, but she did 
make suggestions for two minor adjustments.  First, on interview question seven (IQ7), which 
asked: “In what ways do you think alumni are involved with the institution after graduation?”  I 
added the follow-up question, “How do you think alumni go about getting plugged in to campus 
life?” since I had naturally asked her that question to explore her thoughts further.  Second, on 
interview question nine (IQ9), which asked: “What do you expect to be your role as an 
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alumna/us?” I broke it into two parts inquiring about the short-term (1-2 years out) and the long-
term (5-7 years out).  The student made it very clear, from what she had personally experienced 
and observed that she felt there is a difference in the short- and long-term and that the perceived 
role may change over time.  Given the minor adjustments made to the interview protocol and 
small target sample size, the data collected in the pilot study were included in the study’s total 
sample for data analysis and included in the findings.  Because of the adaptable and flexible 
nature of qualitative research, it was anticipated subsequent interviews following the pilot study 
improved as the researcher learned from previous interviews as the process continued to 
completion.   
 Data collection process: interviews.  As stated in Chapter Three, I worked with key 
personnel at the research site to recruit participants for my study.  Before sharing the list of 
student information, UT’s Director of Institutional Research also reviewed my study materials to 
ensure she knew my exact plans for using student information and how often I planned to contact 
them.  Upon her satisfactory review, she emailed a password-protected file with contact 
information for all traditional-age full-time enrolled undergraduate students at the senior level 
who had only attended the research institution their entire time in college.  The list included 
email addresses for 1,210 students, as well as their full name and age.  I copied the Vice 
President for Student Affairs and Dean of Students on all recruitment emails, per her request.  
The initial recruitment email explained this study was being conducted in coordination with the 
Vice President of Student Affairs and Dean of Students as a way to establish credibility and build 
trust with the students by having her “vouch” for me (Rubin & Rubin, 2012).  Including her in 
the process allowed students to know that I had a connection to the institution and a random 
person was not cold calling them. 
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When it was time to begin scheduling interviews, I emailed the students in small batches 
of three students and kept track of all dates of my outreach in a Google Sheet.  As they 
responded, and we scheduled their interview, I updated the time, date, location, and preferred 
meeting method.  For those students who did not respond to my initial email, I followed up with 
a text and subsequent phone call.  After three touchpoints, I determined those unresponsive 
students were no longer interested or willing to participate in my study.  I did not want to 
become a nuisance to those students who had initially indicated an interest in participating since 
it was later in the semester than initially anticipated due to the process to amend my inclusion 
criteria through USF’s IRB.  Of the 11 interviews completed, seven were conducted in person, 
and four were done online, with all being audio-recorded using a digital recorder.  One of the 
online interviews was conducted via Facetime because the participant did not have her Skype 
login, and we instead opted to use Facetime with a digital recorder.  As recommended by Rubin 
and Rubin (2012), a semi-structured responsive interview format was employed to ensure 
participants were asked the same fundamental questions, and follow-up was directed toward 
specific comments they made.  Immediately following each interview, the digital audio files 
were submitted to a professional transcription company for same-day turnaround.  Upon 
receiving the transcripts, I did a manual review of each for accuracy while listening to the audio 
recording.  As transcripts were finalized, I emailed them to participants for their review to 
complete the member checking phase.  According to Lincoln and Guba, the use of member 
checking, or seeking participant feedback, “is the most crucial technique for establishing 
credibility” (as cited in Creswell & Poth, 2017, p. 261).  At this point, participants were asked to 
judge the accuracy and credibility of the data (Creswell & Poth, 2017).  Each participant was 
given five working days to respond with any changes or concerns regarding their transcripts, 
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after which point it was assumed they were in agreement with the transcript.  Two participants 
responded with clarifying information, and one participant responded requesting removal of two 
specific statements she made due to concern of being misrepresented if the statements were 
shared out of context.  Janesick (2011) discussed the difficult decision a researcher must make 
when asked by a participant to edit or altogether remove comments made as they may be crucial 
to the purpose of the study.  In this situation, the participant shared a few remarks about living in 
rural Georgia, and since they did not directly relate to the research topic, I did not see any harm 
in removing the statements.  Aside from the removal of those statements, no significant changes 
or corrections were made by any of the participants.   
 Data collection process: research journal.  Due to the critical nature of the role of the 
researcher while conducting qualitative inquiry, particularly while serving as the research 
instrument, it was imperative to maintain a research journal to document the process and my self-
awareness.  A research journal, as exemplified in the one maintained throughout the duration of 
this study, includes “a series of written entries that record the researcher’s reflections, ideas, 
commentaries, and memos throughout the research process” (Roulston, 2010b).  Janesick (2011) 
considered writing to be “one of the acts of democratization of the research process” and helpful 
in explaining what qualitative researchers do (p.155).  Perhaps most importantly, keeping a 
substantive research journal created another “data set of the researcher’s reflections on the 
research act” to complement the primary research process of in-depth interviewing (Janesick, 
2011, p. 156).  Descriptive and reflexive journaling provided a record of what transpired in the 
study and, specifically, the role of the researcher in decision making to provide readers with a 
precise understanding of what occurred.   
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As outlined in Chapter Three, my research journal included entries about my personal 
subjectivity, questions that arose related to the topic and my role as the researcher, and notes 
about the research process including how the interviews went, the success of guiding questions, 
and personal performance asking questions (Hatch, 2002).  I began writing in my research 
journal before completing my pilot study, and continued through data analysis, with additional 
entries as applicable up until the final defense of my dissertation.  To create consistency within 
my journal, I used the same format for every entry following each completed interview, which 
included an overview of the interview process, reflections on specific experiences, and a 
summary of key takeaways.  Per Roller’s (2012) recommendation, particular to each experience, 
a list of areas were written about in my research journal immediately following each completed 
interview, including:  
• Assumptions 
• Values, beliefs, life story, social/economic status 
• Emotional connection with the participant(s) 
• Physical environment & logistics 
Other entries during the data analysis and results phases were less structured and followed more 
of a free-flowing journal entry format as I reflected on and outlined the process.  Furthermore, as 
a novice qualitative researcher, I found the journaling experience to be extremely helpful as I 
wrote about my feelings and challenges as the interviewer and examined how my role 
strengthened with each completed interview, as my skills were honed and my confidence 
increased.  I initially started out nervous and overwhelmed by the interview process due to the 
complexity of actively listening, taking notes, and determining follow-up questions while staying 
on task and engaging with the participant.  Additionally, at times, I found myself internally 
panicking during interviews wondering if I was getting at what I was hoping to uncover, or at 
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useful and relevant information in general.  However, as I moved through the process, reflected 
on each interview, I realized I did not need to be so worried about my role and was able to adjust 
to participants based on what they wanted to share to ensure our conversation was allowing me 
to understand their lived experiences.  I also realized the “ideal interview subject does not exist” 
(Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015, p. 193) and that each participant shared what she was best able to 
related to the study topic, so there was no need to put so much pressure on myself, or the 
participant, to have the perfect interview.  We had a conversation about her personal lived 
experience, and our dialogue went wherever her narrative took us with my prompts and probes.  
According to Roulston (2010b), “by examining the interviewer’s interactions in research 
interviews, researchers have the opportunity to learn more about themselves as co-constructors 
of the data” (p. 125).  As a researcher, I was reassured to realize something is always to be 
learned throughout this process, and even an interview with challenges or one that did not 
necessarily meet my anticipated expectations still provided an opportunity to learn and improve 
as a qualitative researcher.  An excerpt from my research journal is included in Appendix L.   
Data Analysis Strategy 
Data analysis started simultaneously with the first completed interview as I began to 
process responses relative to the research questions within my research journal, continuing with 
each subsequent interview resulting in the identification of recurring patterns and subsequent 
themes.  Upon completing the member check phase, I reviewed the transcripts several times, as 
well as listened to the audio recordings to connect fully with the participants’ narratives.  Once 
participants approved interview transcripts, I uploaded them into NVivo, the selected qualitative 
data analysis software, for coding and analysis.  NVivo was an indispensable tool for the analysis 
process, as I was able to view coding ribbons within each participants’ transcripts, search for 
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keywords, export my codebook, and visualize the data.  However, given this was the first time I 
conducted qualitative inquiry and analysis of this scale, I completed a manual review of each 
transcript using a hard-copy printout (Saldaña, 2016).  According to Graue and Walsh (1998), 
“handling the data gets additional data out of memory and into the record.  It turns abstract 
information into concrete data” (as cited in Saldaña, 2016, p. 30).  Saldaña (2016) suggested 
preparing qualitative data for manual coding by formatting printed materials using double-
spacing, separating the text into shorter paragraphs, on half or two-thirds of the page allowing 
room to write codes and other notes in the margins.  A copy of the manual first cycle analysis 
guide is in Appendix N.  After I reviewed the transcripts and highlighted preliminary sections of 
text, I went through the same process within NVivo to prepare the transcripts for later cycles of 
coding.  Additionally, as I embarked on the coding process, I reflected on this study’s theoretical 
framework, psychological contract theory.  Ravitch and Riggan (2017) argued: “a conceptual 
framework offers a clear, consistent frame of reference for making methodological decisions, 
including choice about how you organize, interpret, and ultimately, analyze study data” (p. 111).  
As I moved through the data analysis process, psychological contract theory informed my 
judgments regarding filtering data, identifying data to focus on, and the inductive method in 
determining findings.    
Coding procedures.  Given the diverse schools of thought on qualitative research and 
data analysis, I used renowned scholar Johnny Saldaña’s (2016) book, The Coding Manual for 
Qualitative Researchers, as a reference guide to understand and complete the coding process.  
Saldaña (2016) did not subscribe to “any one specific way” to approach the coding process, and 
instead shared a variety of perspectives and methods to mix and match to best suit the particular 
needs of an individual qualitative study.  A code, as defined by Saldaña (2016), is “a word or 
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short phrase that symbolically assigns a summative, salient, essence-capturing, and/or evocative 
attribute for a portion of language-based or visual data” (p. 4).  Roulston (2010b) said codes, 
when applied to interview data, may “refer to the topics of talk developed by the interviewer and 
interviewee, as well as how the talk has been produced (e.g., stories, complaints, etc.)” (p.151).  
Coding is an interpretive fluid act and is not an exact science in that codes can serve various 
purposes related to data, including summarizing, distilling or condensing them, as well as be 
reapplied during later reviews (Saldaña, 2016).  Coding is a cyclical process, and each 
subsequent cycle “of recoding further manages, filters, highlights, and focuses the salient 
features of the qualitative data record for generating categories, themes, and concepts, grasping 
meaning, and/or building theory” (Saldaña, 2016, p. 9).  Because coding is analysis, Saldaña 
(2016) suggested researchers complete a minimum of two cycles of data review, though they 
typically complete upwards of three or four cycles, to allow “deep reflection on the emergent 
patterns and meanings” and to encourage the “transition from coding to categorization” through 
synthesis (p.10).  According to Charmaz (2001), the process of coding is the “critical link 
between data collection and their explanation of meaning” (as cited Saldaña, 2016, p. 4).  By 
completing multiple reviews of the interview transcripts through first and second cycle coding, 
specific codes, categories, and themes were determined in this study.   
 First cycle coding.  Saldaña (2016) divided his manual into two main coding methods, 
first cycle and second cycle coding, and also included a hybrid method for flexibility.  
Specifically, first cycle methods “are those processes that happen during the initial coding of the 
data” and include seven subcategories from which to choose.  First cycle methods are 
straightforward and can be used alone or in combination with other methods, depending on the 
goals and purpose of the study, and portions of data coded can vary from a “single word to a full 
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paragraph”(Saldaña, 2016).  The first cycle coding methods used in this study included a manual 
hard copy review of the data, followed by a combination of attribute coding and in vivo coding.  
Saldaña (2016) defined attribute coding as “the notation, usually at the beginning of a data set 
rather than embedded within it, of basic descriptive information such as: the fieldwork setting 
(e.g., school name, city, country), participant characteristics or demographics (e.g., age, gender, 
ethnicity, health status), data format (e.g., interview transcript, field note, document)…” (p. 83).  
Attribute coding is a grammatical coding method due to the “basic grammatical principles of a 
technique” (Saldaña, 2016, p. 82).  Including this information was especially helpful for the 
additional researcher assisting with code checking.  At first glance, she could quickly identify 
similarities and differences in attributes among participants.   
Additionally, NVivo, the CAQDAS used for data analysis, allows researchers to code 
attributes within the program.  Furthermore, in vivo coding has been labeled “literal coding,” 
verbatim coding,” inductive coding,” indigenous coding,” “natural coding,” and “emic coding” 
(Saldaña, 2016, p. 105).  According to Strauss (1987), “the root meaning of in vivo is in that 
which is alive, and as a code refers to a word or short phrase from the actual language found in 
the qualitative data record, the terms used by [participants] themselves” (as cited in Saldaña, 
2016, p.105).  In vivo coding is an elemental coding method because of its “basic but focused 
filters for reviewing the corpus” and building “a foundation for future coding cycles” (Saldaña, 
2016, p. 97).  Within NVivo, a useful tool to perform in vivo coding is available for researchers 
by merely highlighting the text within the transcript and selecting “in vivo coding,” which will 
automatically code the entire section to a new or existing node.  Along with words and phrases, 
repetitive responses were also coded, such as “I don’t know” because these responses shed light 
on participants’ knowledge related to the research questions guiding this research study.  
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According to Saldaña (2016), no formula or rule exists to help determine the appropriate number 
of codes, but a general rule of thumb is to code any data that seems to have meaning.  This 
process yielded a large number of initial codes—1,448 in fact.  The first cycle coding in this 
study included at least four rounds of review to identify in vivo codes at first blush, address any 
errors in the codes, eliminate duplicate sections of text coded, and then to compare the codes to 
the original manually coded hard copy transcripts.  Another cycle was completed as codes were 
reviewed to identify notable quotes related to specific interview questions, which was done by 
creating annotations.  After I finished the first cycle coding, I organized the codes by interview 
question to determine subcodes.  Miles et al. (2014) defined a subcode as “a second-order tag 
after a primary code to detail or enrich the entry” (p. 80).  Within NVivo, subcodes were created 
under each interview question, and codes were organized into groups, which allowed me to 
identify commonalities and differences as themes developed.   
 Second cycle coding.  Following several rounds of first cycle coding, additional rounds 
of second cycle coding were completed in alignment with Saldaña’s (2016) analysis guide.  As 
described by Saldaña (2016), during the coding and recoding process:  
…your codes and categories become more refined and, depending on your 
methodological approach, more conceptual and abstract.  Some of your first cycle codes 
may be later subsumed by other codes, relabeled, or dropped altogether.  As you progress 
toward second cycle coding, you might rearrange and reclassify coded date into different 
and even new categories (p. 12). 
Simply stated, during second cycle coding, first cycle codes are refined to develop a smaller, 
more select list of comprehensive categories, themes, and concepts emergent from the data 
through advanced coding methods (Saldaña, 2016).  Similar to first cycle coding methods, 
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second cycle coding methods may employ a single method or a combination.  The second cycle 
coding method used during this study’s phase of data analysis was pattern coding, which 
developed the “meta-codes,” or category labels, through the identification of similarly coded data 
(Saldaña, 2016).  A pattern, as defined by Saldaña (2016), is “a repetitive, regular, or consistent 
occurrences of action/data that appear more than twice” (p. 5).  Miles et al. (2014) stated four 
essential functions of pattern coding: 
1. It condenses large amounts of data into a smaller number of analytic units. 
2. It gets the researcher into analysis during data collection, so that later fieldwork can be 
more focused.  
3. It helps the researcher elaborate a cognitive map—an evolving, more integrated schema 
for understanding local incidents and interactions.  
4. For multi-case studies, it lays the groundwork for cross-case analysis by surfacing 
common themes and directional processes.  
Using this method, the data was “organized into sets, themes, or constructs,” and meaning was 
attributed to that organization (Saldaña, 2016, p. 296).  Miles et al. (2014) said pattern codes are 
“explanatory or inferential codes, ones that identify an emergent theme, configuration or 
explanation” (p. 86).  According to Bernard (2011) analysis is “the search for patterns in data and 
for ideas that help explain why those patterns are here in the first place” (as cited in Saldaña, 
2016, pp. 9-10).   
A significant benefit of using NVivo during qualitative data analysis was the automatic 
generation of and updating the codebook.  During each cycle, I saved a dated copy of the 
codebook, so that I could review my codes and keep a record as I moved forward, tracking 
changes and making notes.  Once I began my second cycle coding, I saved another copy of the 
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codebook within the software program so that I could quickly revert to my original codebook if I 
did not like how I had organized my codes.  This made it easier to move through the second 
cycle coding process as I organized and reorganized my codes into categories and subcategories 
(Saldaña, 2016).  I used the codebook to identify categories and themes organized by each 
interview question, combining and condensing codes as I went through, and then comparing 
across interview questions in relation to each research question.  Once I finalized the codes, I 
read through all interview transcripts once more to confirm I agreed with my codes and to 
identify anything I may have missed.  Additionally, I read through my research journal to 
consider my notes throughout the process as I determined the study’s findings.  
Data Sessions 
As stated in Chapter Three, I enlisted the help of another qualitative researcher to assist 
with the coding process.  She graduated from the same doctoral program in 2016 and completed 
a qualitative study as part of her graduation requirements.  I provided her with a manual first 
cycle analysis guide (Appendix N) for each transcript through DropBox.  She completed her first 
cycle coding by highlighting text within the electronic document and writing corresponding 
notes.  I did not review her codes until I had completed my first cycle coding to be able to 
compare without her perspective influencing my subsequent coding.  Overall, her codes were 
very similar to mine.  However, there were two points of note.  First, she commented on an 
attribute that I had not coded or even considered collecting through the participant profile 
questionnaire or asking about in my interviews.  Specifically, the code was whether or not a 
student was a first-generation college student.  During my conversations, students had mentioned 
if their parents attended college as a way to share what they have seen in terms of maintaining a 
relationship with their alma maters and role modeling alumni engagement.  One student, in 
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particular, mentioned her parents did not attend college, and I did not code that, but it was worth 
considering.  Second, one of the participants was an international student and shared some 
interesting insight into her focus on life after graduation and philanthropy in the United States.  
The other researcher who helped with the project was also an international student, and how she 
described the student’s comments were much richer given she could personally relate to the 
student’s comments.  This was especially helpful in understanding cultural differences which 
may influence philanthropy.    
Findings   
 Upon concluding the coding process, categories and themes were identified in alignment 
with each of the four guiding research questions.  Lichtman (2013) indicated the final step, once 
coding had been completed and final themes determined, was to select “supporting evidence” in 
the form of quotations from the interview data.  For this purpose, excerpts of the interviews have 
been included.  As described earlier in this chapter, all study participants were assigned 
pseudonyms and they were used in this section when using excerpts from their interviews, and 
any identifying information was not included in the selected excerpts. 
 Overall, there was a general lack of awareness regarding alumni life and the role alumni 
play in the life of the institution.  Interestingly, the students had not considered becoming alumni 
prior to participating in this study, nor did they have a clear understanding about services and 
benefits available to them as alumni, or ways to stay engaged.  Because the research site did not 
have a football team and strong sense of school spirit, participants were unsure how they would 
maintain their alumni relationship since they would not be wearing branded clothing or attending 
games.  However, when questioned further, they did share positive feelings about their 
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willingness to get involved and financially contribute to the institution as alumni, as long as 
opportunities were meaningful to them (e.g., directly impacting the student experience, 
supporting their faculty, etc.).  Participants were receptive to receiving information about alumni 
life, but at the time of the study, they had not received any information about life after 
graduation.  The next section specifies the findings as related to each individual research 
question, followed by summaries of findings, pertinent themes, and notable quotes.   
Research Question One  
1. What do students expect their roles to be as alumni?  
a. In what ways do students want to be included in the life of the institution as 
alumni?  
b. What opportunities for engagement do students expect the institution to 
provide them as alumni?  
c. What do students expect from the institution regarding supporting them in 
their roles as alumni? 
Interview questions related to Research Question One (RQ1) explored student 
perceptions about alumni and the alumni association, ways alumni are involved with the 
institution, how alumni impact the student experience, and how they expected to be engaged and 
supported as alumni.  Since RQ1 has three sub-questions and interview questions address more 
than one research question, key themes were presented by sub-question and findings discussed 
simultaneously, followed by a comprehensive summary. 
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RQ1a Findings 
Three central themes emerged regarding students’ expectations about being included in 
the life of the institution as alumni.  First, all participants were generally unaware of alumni life, 
their role as alumni, and the University’s alumni association, therefore their knowledge about 
ways to be included after graduation was limited.  The following quote bank highlights each 
participant’s limited knowledge regarding life after graduation.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2 – RQ1a Findings Quote Bank 
I don't really know 
anything [about 
UT's alumni and the 
alumni association]. 
Honestly. I don't 
know what alumni 
do. 
– Brittany 
 
 
 
The alumni 
association? I didn’t 
know that was an 
official thing.  
–Ashley 
 
I don't know anything 
about it [UT's alumni 
and the Alumni 
Association], to be 
honest. 
–Courtney 
 
 
 I feel like I don't 
know too much. 
–Emily 
 
 
Um, honestly, don't 
know too much. 
–Fiona 
 Zero [knowledge about 
UT's alumni and the 
alumni association]. 
–Danielle 
 
 
 
Um, not much, to 
be quite honest.  
–Grace 
 
 
 
 You got two different perceptions of like 
alumni. You get the one where it's like you 
donate a lot of money. So you're an alumni 
and you get the other ones like you 
graduated. So you're an alumni.  
–Hannah 
 
 
I don't know 
anything [about 
UT's alumni and 
the alumni 
association]. 
–Isabella 
 
 
 
 
Nothing, truly 
nothing. 
–Jennifer 
 
Nothing. [laughs] 
Honestly nothing. 
–Kayla 
 
 
Knowledge about alumni life, their role as 
alumni, and the University’s alumni association 
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Although participants had limited knowledge about alumni life, the majority of 
participants shared they had not previously thought about becoming alumni until having 
participated in this study.  As described by Fiona, students were focused more on their academic 
experience and life after graduation in terms of their career rather than on the actual transition to 
becoming alumni.   
Didn't really hit me until senior year.  I mean, I knew it was coming.  I would 
think about, uh, what type of job I wanna have and where I wanna live as a younger 
person, but I would never think about, "Oh, I will be an alumni."  I wasn't-- that wasn't in 
my mind.  So I think now it's kind of setting in, with graduation being less than two 
months away now.  Um, I think it's starting to really set in for not just me, but I think a lot 
of people that we're gonna be alums.  (Fiona – Management major from the Mid-
Atlantic).  
 
However, the majority of participants expressed an interest in learning more about their 
role and receiving such information before graduating, so they would be better informed as 
alumni.  Participants’ comments included receiving information about alumni life before 
graduation—early in senior year, specifics to the role of being alumni (e.g., what the institution 
expects and ways to stay involved), and sharing how the alumni association works.  The excerpts 
from Courtney, Danielle, and Fiona highlighted their perceptions and interest about being 
prepared for their role as alumni.  
I think I need more information about it.  I haven't heard anything in classes or 
maybe I got something through an email, but it got deleted because we get emails every 
day from UT Career Services I think, and maybe it's getting mixed in the shuffle of things.  
I don't know if they can flag something a certain way, but I definitely need to be more 
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informed about alumni and that life.  Because I don't--.  I'm not really sure what 
resources are available to me once I graduate, and I haven't really heard from anybody 
because everybody's in my grade…so, um, yeah, if they can get in contact that would be--
that would be good.  (Courtney – Nursing major from the Northeast). 
I just wish I knew more about it and I think that the way to know more about it is 
through education sooner rather than later.  So, just putting little-little tidbits out 
somewhere or other, um, to kinda get people to start thinking about life after graduation. 
I know freshman year that's really soon, but just having that in the back of your mind, I 
feel like is important…I just need awareness about it, awareness.  (Danielle – Nursing 
major from the Northeast). 
I feel like just about like transitioning, and how you can still be connected to the 
school, um, what they offer for alumni of the program, what they want from us, like all 
sorts of things.  I feel like I just don't know much because I haven't got really much 
information about it.  So any information would honestly be helpful.  And I feel like if 
they did give that earlier on or like at this point, more people would want to stay 
connected.  So I feel like a lot of us probably just don't know.  (Fiona – Management 
major from the Mid-Atlantic).  
 
Furthermore, participants provided insight into their preferences about ways they would 
like to receive information regarding alumni life.  As current students, they are inundated with 
emails from the institution, and openly shared they are quick to delete information, which may 
be part of the reason they are unaware about alumni life as shared by Hannah.   
Honestly, and I think a lot of that just has to do with like their promotion and their 
marketing on social media more than email because I hate the millions of emails that I 
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get from them.  I just like delete them automatically.  I don't even read them.  Um, I don’t 
really know other than that.  Especially not like initially, because it’s like we are all just 
gonna graduate and just want to be done with school and not wanna like be back for a 
little while.  (Hannah – Human Performance major from the Southeast). 
As much as they would like to receive information about alumni life, they do not want 
another mass email or mandatory event to attend given their schedules are already busy.  They 
would be open to participating in a senior seminar as part of their major or having self-directed 
access to information online, as described by Danielle and Emily.   
Even just putting in some resources for people to use later down the road, or just 
be aware of because we do a lot of that telling students what services are offered, but 
you'd be really getting ahead of yourself.  But at the same time, just having that 
knowledge in the back of your head like, "Oh, I remember them talking about that” would 
kind of help sort that I think, maybe a little bit just exposing, just a tad.  And then as the 
time got closer, maybe a course or maybe like an online module or something because 
some people could do it at their own pace, if that's something they're looking into. 
(Danielle – Nursing major from the Northeast). 
I feel like it would be nice if they had like a seminar or something where they gave 
us more information.  I'm just better like being somewhere like in real life, not through 
emails and stuff like that.  So like someone talking to me is-- will help me remember 
better than like reading an email 'cause I feel like I'll just forget that information.  But 
like having someone actually talk and break things down for me is helpful.  (Emily – 
Education major from the Northeast). 
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In discussing ways they would like to be included in the life of the institution, a second 
theme that emerged was a strong emphasis on maintaining connections to professors and staff 
mentors, and to student organizations in which they were actively involved, especially if they 
held a leadership position.  The connections participants’ felt were described as being stronger to 
professors and staff mentors, and their student organizations than to the actual institution itself.  
The excerpts from Ashley, Grace, and Fiona illustrated some of the various perceptions 
regarding their anticipated connections as alumni. 
I'm curious to see what that's going to look like kind of like going into the 
workforce because I still want to be super involved and like I want to make myself as 
available as like a mentor still to students.  I think that because I have linkages to some of 
those organizations I'm gonna have that asset to be like “hey, I'm around like kind of 
coming through.”  But it will be the concept of like “oh, I'm not available from 9 to 5 so I 
can meet up after hours kind of a thing.”  (Ashley – Accounting major from the Midwest). 
I think, um, the active role that I'm going to establish too would be to be one of 
those people that helps bridge students from, yeah, like whether it's finance or econ to 
private equity or investment banking.  That's something that, um, I don't know if you 
know Dr. Spiros.  He's one of the masters in, uh, finance professors and he teaches like 
this private equity class so that's kind of his baby of like getting students into that 
industry.  And him and I have discussed about, you know, what this is gonna be like for 
me after graduation.  And he was like, "You've set a great example, I want you to 
establish connections out there," and he's gonna pass along students to me that like he 
thinks could be successful in my industry.  I think that's gonna be the role that I expect 
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and something that I really want to be able to do for the university is kind of help 
transition kids into investment banking.  (Grace – Economics major from the Southwest) 
 
Um, I think one of the best ways is going back for organizations that you're a part 
of.  So I know if I am to stay in Tampa, I would attend, uh, Social Sorority chapters, not 
regularly, but every now and then.  Um, I would also like to go to chap-- my chapters for 
Academic Fraternity.  So I would actually associate more of my alumni duties into my 
organizations that I'm loyal to.  I don't know if it would necessarily be UT.  I mean it 
would be an alum activity but more focused I guess towards organizations.  (Fiona – 
Management major from the Mid-Atlantic) 
 
The final theme that emerged was participants perceived that alumni wait to get involved 
until they are successful and have something to offer, which varies in the short- and long-term.  
Additionally, there was a perception that successful alumni were typically College of Business 
graduates and/or had successful business experience to share with the students.  Brittany, 
Hannah, and Isabella’s comments demonstrated this final theme and some of the various factors.  
I would think that early years is um just being probably as involved as you want 
to be and going to alumni events and what not.  Which I don't know how many there are 
and what they entail.  I don't know if they're networking events or are they going bar.  I 
really have no idea.  So um I would imagine that their early career that early part is just 
kind of attending those events.  Um I don't really know what alumni would be 
contributing at that point.  Um and then I would think further on down the road if you 
become someone that has you know that has found success I would imagine UT would 
really like it if you came back and talked about it or did something of that nature.  Or put 
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your name on a building [muffled laugh]  I somehow think UT would love that.  (Brittany 
– International Business major from the Mid-Atlantic).  
Uh, very successful like people that make it a point to like come back and speak to 
students and I think that that's really cool and really important especially to like some 
students that, um, might be more in like business and entrepreneurship like majors that 
wanna like create new things or that or like unsure about like the job environment and 
like if what they want is actually like attainable.  So I think it's important to like have 
people that have been through the same things as them to come back and talk to them 
and-- that are success stories and that can give them some like helpful tips you know in 
the real world… (Hannah – Human Performance major from the Southeast). 
Um, I don't know what do you do after you leave this school.  Uh, I would like 
love to be successful and not like they would have me like they had those journalism 
people.  Um, just keep being part of the school like those people who come by for the 
events, um, homecoming and things like that.  (Isabella – Political Science major from 
Columbia).   
 An interesting perception was revealed in all participants’ comments, regardless if their 
major was business-related or not, which indicated an appearance that the institution offered 
more services to the College of Business students.  Participants felt overall there were more 
services available through the office of career services in terms of job offerings and companies 
present at hiring fairs, as well as opportunities for engagement and connections to the alumni 
network for those students.  Brittany and Hannah’s comments highlighted the underlying 
perception about the College of Business majors.  
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I don't really know what non entrepreneurial alumni do.  I feel like our alumni 
that have made companies always come back and do a lot of stuff with that.  It's because 
we have the incubator for students and so I know there's a lot of alumni tied to that.  But 
if you're not doing that if you're working at a pharmaceutical company I'm not exactly 
sure what you would be doing for UT other than maybe just giving some cool donations. 
(Brittany – International Business major from the Mid-Atlantic).  
I guess because I just haven't seen a lot of like personal alumni engagement 
besides like the speakers that have come for a request that they could address us.  I mean, 
the benefits that I've seen a lot are the things that have come about from their donations, 
but not like a lot of them personally.  Um, now I think that it's probably more from like 
the business or the entrepreneurship majors to have more like alumni engagement just 
because of like they get more speakers to come.  And I feel like the school since the 
school of business is such a vital part of the school and like its name, um, that they do put 
more emphasis on bringing speakers in for those departments.  (Hannah – Human 
Performance major from the Southeast). 
RQ1b Findings 
A single theme regarding students’ expectations for engagement opportunities emerged, 
overlapping with RQ1a, which was a general unawareness.  Participants expressed an interest in 
staying involved with the institution as alumni, but were unsure about how to go about doing so, 
nor would they necessarily look into getting involved on their own.  Participants mentioned 
connections to professors, staff mentors, and student organizations in terms of seeking additional 
information, though not likely.  Interestingly, as with RQ1a, there was a difference in 
expectations in the short-term and long-term, with the belief that alumni would have more to 
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offer the institution in the long-term than in the short-term.  The excerpts from Courtney, 
Danielle, and Jennifer demonstrated some of the students’ perceptions regarding staying 
involved with the institution.  
I think maybe the first like two or three years, kind of spreading the word about 
UT.  Or, um, just having positive things to say about my school, I think to other people 
who might be applying or looking for certain programs.  Um, I think my role would 
probably, uh-- I would-I would like to be involved on campus still.  I would like to still be 
connected to the school.  Um, and I would, you know, I still want to continue on in the 
master's program, so that would be, again, like my, you know, kind of continuing on with 
my relationship with the school.  But, um, yeah, I would think attending more events or if 
they needed, um, if they needed something like research.  I don't know, like being 
involved in something like that.  I would still want to be connected or to be involved in 
something that they're requesting of me or, um, something like that.  I don't know. 
(Courtney – Nursing major from the Northeast). 
Um, so I feel like that's my role, short-term, just stay connected with the Student 
Nurses Association, and obviously, my, um, sorority sisters too, any nursing students who 
needed my help.  But long-term, I feel like I'm going to be the type of person who is going 
to want to get involved, um, in possibly precepting students, um, in their clinical 
rotations, or even being a clinical instructor for courses.  Um, so that-that might be my 
long-term goal, but also my role as an alum and just to kind of do what was done for me. 
Kind of give back in that sense.  (Danielle – Nursing major from the Northeast). 
I mean, yeah, because short-term like right when I graduate, I feel like I don't 
really like have anything to offer necessarily, except for maybe like some advice.  Um, but 
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long-term, I'm sure that I would be in a better position to like have job opportunities for 
people outside of like me just being like, "Can you give me a job opportunity?"  (Jennifer 
– Communications major from the Mid-Atlantic). 
Again, given the lack of knowledge about opportunities currently offered to alumni, 
participants speculated about ways they would like to engage with the institution once they 
graduate.  Their responses included a variety of activities falling into four main categories: social 
events, networking/professional development events, serving as a resource to current students, 
and helping recruit future students.   
Social events were described as casual happy hours, reunions, and community service 
projects allowing alumni to interact with each other by maintaining and/or establishing new 
connections outside of those made during their student experience.  Danielle and Kayla’s 
comments touched on the uncertainty about alumni events, as well as some of the various 
offerings they would be interested in attending.  
Well see, I don't know what events are currently held, so I can't be like, "Oh that 
doesn't interest me," or that, "Oh, that does interest me."  Um, something that would 
appeal to me, something that's casual and relaxed, not like overwhelming per se, but then 
again, I don't know.  That's so ambiguous because you don't know what overwhelming to 
me even means. [laughter]  Um, interactive, something interactive and casual.  So, even 
if it was like raffles or, like, something like that just to, like, get people actually connected 
in an area and then just, like, making you sit with someone that you don't know or like 
assigned sitting.  Like, kind of forcing the conversation but not-not where it's like you got 
sat here because of this, it was like a random selection type of thing.  (Danielle – Nursing 
major from the Northeast). 
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I'm sure that they, you know, besides coming and speaking in classes or 
organizations, I feel like maybe they help set up like a lot of events or, um, plan them or I 
don't know, when they're occurring like maybe help facilitate students like if they have to 
sign in or, I don't know, hand out t-shirts or something like that.  Or like any fundraising 
efforts, maybe stuff like that or spreading the word of any events that are coming up for-- 
I feel the only thing I can think of right now is like reunions.  So you are back on campus 
with people that you've been in class with and people that you, you know, I've made these 
new friendships with and would it just be cool to kind of like tie all that back together 
after X amount of years and like just reconnect with some people.  (Kayla – Allied Health 
Medical Sciences major from the Northeast). 
Networking/professional development events were described as those activities allowing 
alumni to expand their network for employment purposes, further develop professional skills, 
and share job opportunities with other alumni, as well as attend large-scale business community 
events (e.g., Fellows Forum).  Networking/professional events were associated with the office of 
career services.  Also, a few students considered the office of career services as a good resource 
for information regarding alumni life.  Ashley and Brittany’s comments described the ways 
students expected to be involved with networking and professional development events.  
Attending career fairs.  That was a big one.  Um, and…honestly that’s like the 
biggest one I see.  Oh and then we do and we do like an alumni symposium.  And I know 
that there's been a lot of alumni that attend those and those get very filled up primarily 
because I believe I served worked ushered one of them as a brother within my fraternity. 
We like help out with some of the events every once in a while… I would love to be like 
helping out with career service events every once in a while in terms of oh like I guess the 
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professional development stuff because I think that was something always super cool.  I 
don’t really know how to get there though because I still feel like I need so much more 
experience.  (Ashley – Accounting major from the Midwest). 
Well that's where I would see networking events that occur throughout the year 
being important and I don't necessarily mean networking.  I just mean networking 
amongst the alums.  Because I think keeping those relationships as you progress in your 
career could be really helpful.  And you know it is a way to stay in touch so--.  That's 
what I think is host networking events where maybe everybody gets a drink ticket or 
something.  And you can socialize with UT alums.  Maybe business casual attire.  
(Brittany – International Business major from the Mid-Atlantic). 
Serving as a resource to students was extremely important to participants.  An 
overwhelming majority mentioned aspirations to speak to classes, offer students advice, help 
students make career connections, and formally mentor students.  Emily, Grace, and Hannah’s 
comments illustrated participants’ interest in helping students.  
Um, probably in the near future, like I'd be happy to go back and talk at these 
events, or share my experiences or um, if my sorority ever needs like a one mentor 
program, whatever, I would be happy to help someone um, whatever they need.  But 
normally, it's-- they pair people like through majors to help with job searches and all 
that, but I would be willing to help anyone.  And I would definitely, through my Honors 
thing, I would definitely always come back and speak or help them any way that I can.  
(Emily – Education major from the Northeast). 
I mean, I would hope-- it would, like I would hope it would grow as far as maybe 
me coming in and presenting to classes or something of that nature.  But I think overall 
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that something that I would be dedicated to in general is just helping kids go from 
graduating to like I don't think I would ever wanna lose that no matter how far out I have 
been from graduation.  That's something that I would still wanna say connected with. 
(Grace – Economics major from the Southwest). 
Maybe, just like fun things, like, um, hmm--.  I don’t know, just something that 
they would get creative with or maybe like, even inviting some like alumni to like Party in 
the Park, like stuff like that.  Where it's just like, less like serious, but more just about 
getting, like past alumni like on campus.  And like or like having maybe like game nights 
or something.  It's like, just because college is over doesn't mean that like, you can’t still 
come on campus and like have a night like, remember, like all that and stuff.  Or even 
maybe do more mentoring-- mentorship programs.  I think that would be cool.  To like 
have like some of the alumni be able to have these relationships with current students.  
And I think that that would be very beneficial to them.  (Hannah – Human Performance 
major from the Southeast). 
Some participants also expressed an interest in working with admissions to recruit 
students, both domestically and internationally, as described by Isabella below.   
I would definitely love to see more people from back home coming so I would 
definitely try to, like--  Like, I've already done this a little bit with help of admissions but 
try to, like, um, expand recruitment, mmm, and both Panama and Columbia because we 
to have a lot of people from there.  Like I know and now we have like flagship schools 
that people go to.  So I would love for UT to like be more present in that.  Um, yeah. I 
don't know whatever I could do, I guess I haven't really thought of that.  (Isabella – 
Political Science major from the Columbia). 
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However, expected opportunities for involvement were contingent upon whether or not 
the participant would be staying local.  The majority of participants’ believed it would be easier 
to stay involved with the institution if they were local and had regular access to campus, and they 
would not likely be able to fly back to Tampa for events if living elsewhere, causing their 
connection to fade.  The excerpts from Courtney, Emily, and Kayla demonstrated participants’ 
beliefs that close physical proximity to campus would impact their involvement as alumni.     
A part of me feels like a lot of, um, students come down here and they're from out 
of state and then they move back to where they came from.  So, I feel like having that 
relationship might be hard, but maybe I'm wrong.  Or I mean, some people do.  A lot of 
people do stay here like myself.  But I mean, that's physical closeness.  Uh, I don't know 
how they will maintain it electronically or however they call you or-- [laughs]  I don't 
know.  However that goes.  (Courtney – Nursing major from the Northeast). 
Um, I would be willing to-- as long as I'm living here, I'd definitely be willing to 
go back and help any way I can.  Um, I don't know.  I guess it depends on how busy I get 
too, but if I can, for now, I'd love to help.  (Emily – Education major from the Northeast). 
So I feel as though if you're in the area, you can always come and you know do 
what you can for these current students and you can always, um, present about, you 
know, your field and how you got there and kind of share your part and how UT’s helped 
you along the way.  But if you, you know, move to another state or even another country, 
it's not as you can't come here as easily or you then they don't like they may not look at 
you as like a resource anymore because you're so far away.  So I don't know.  I guess 
that's all.  (Kayla – Allied Health Medical Sciences major from the Northeast). 
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RQ1c Findings   
Two themes emerged regarding students’ expectations about being supported as alumni.  
As with RQ1a and RQ1B, participants were largely unaware about services and support available 
to alumni, and there was apprehension about the services they would need and how long they 
would have access after graduation.  Courtney, Fiona, and Kayla’s comments demonstrated 
participants’ uncertainty regarding institutional support available to them as alumni.  
Yeah, um, I've never really been aware of like, what resources and benefits there 
are to being an alum just in general, um, because I know my parents haven’t really 
reaped those benefits.  So I haven't really been-- like, I haven't witnessed anything like 
that and my brother's graduating too the semester.  So it's not like I've seen it, you know, 
how he's maintained his connection either because he is doing it with me.  Um, so I can't 
really, I can't really say like, what they might be able to offer me like, what their 
capabilities are, in terms of that.  (Courtney – Nursing major from the Northeast). 
I would have to say they give a lot of re-resources at our school, like, obviously, 
resume, building, uh, workshops and, um, you-you know, you can go to a room and get 
balloons for free and crafts and paper, um, you get free prints.  Um, you also can, you 
know, there is all of those one big thing I'm forgetting but there is so much that they 
already give to us for free.  Um, I don't know, I don't think they would ever really 
consider that for alum, like, are alum really gonna need 30 prints [laughs] this semester 
whatever we're given, like, I don't know about a $30 worth of prints, like, I don't know if 
that's realistic but, um, I think acknowledging that as alum, we're gonna need these 
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different resources rather than we were in undergrad.  (Fiona – Management major from 
the Mid-Atlantic). 
I think that they'll, you know, they still let you have access to a lot of, you know, 
the same things as you were a student, but after a certain time period I think they kinda 
cut you off a little bit, like they don't-- I mean, you're only a student for four years, so you 
can't really use your student email for the rest of your life, which makes sense, but they 
let you have that for about a year I think.  And then the same thing I think with 
Blackboard, I think you get locked out, and the same with SpartanWeb after a while you 
don't get to access it, but you also, probably, wouldn't need it as much, but there are 
some things on Blackboard that I would still want to access.  (Kayla – Allied Health 
Medical Sciences major from the Northeast). 
Once again, as with RQ1a and RQ1b, participants had different expectations in the short- 
and long-term regarding being supported as alumni because their needs would change over time 
as their careers progressed.  Participants expressed interest in having access to career services, 
the library, faculty office hours, and maintaining their student email address.  They felt it would 
be helpful to know what services would be available to them and for how long, as described by 
Isabella and Jennifer. 
I mean, right now, I would, like I would say, like, support from Career Services.  I 
feel like that's something that I'm just starting to use as a senior.  Like, when I was a 
freshman, like, I didn't even know what Career Services was but now, like, I'm nearly like 
a recent graduate I'm gonna be a recent graduate I feel like that's when I need this office, 
like, the most.  So, I would like-- Well, I think that's possible like to-- like still be able to, 
like, use those resources even though I'm not a student. I come here and, like, have my 
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resume, like, with that by someone but I think that's like the resource I'm gonna need the 
most.  (Isabella – Political Science major from Columbia). 
I mean, I would like to continue to have access to Career Services.  That's just 
anxious me still wanting a job.  [laughter]  Um, but outside of that, I wouldn't really 
expect too much support.  Maybe just like connecting people-- I don't know.  Just like I 
feel like it's not necessarily their job to connect, like to like support people.  Like I'd 
rather them give us like a platform to help each other, than like have like an actual like 
UT position be like, "Oh, like, this is what we have."  Like-- I-I mean, it'd be nice to like 
have like little like activities on campus that we can like come back, especially the people 
in the area.  But outside that, I'm not really expecting too much.  (Jennifer – 
Communications major from the Mid-Atlantic). 
In contrast, some participants believed students already received all the tools, services, 
and resources they needed for professional success while students and they would not expect 
anything further from the institution in terms of support as alumni.  They felt their future was in 
their hands and they were not planning on going back to the institution for support, but would 
instead use the tools and connections developed during the student experience to develop their 
career.  In fact, it was suggested, as discussed by Grace and Hannah, there should be an emphasis 
on supporting current students and not focusing on alumni, since they are no longer paying 
students and should not have the same access, nor take away from current students.  
I think as far as like alumni go, I think my expectation would be just maintaining 
and fostering those relationships.  And I think that's like comes down to like, that's the 
most important part of education in general is your connections and your relationships 
and your establishments.  And I think that's the only thing that I would expect for the 
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university to continue to foster that.  Because I mean, they are giving you all of the tools 
beforehand that you need to be successful.  You're getting your professor relationships, 
you're getting, you know, the opportunity to get internships and jobs after graduation, 
whether or not you take advantage of that is your choice.  But after that, you have the 
degree.  Um, and then, you know, if you've done the work, it shouldn't be that hard for 
you to find a job, especially now, or, you know, get involved.  If you've created those 
relationships, that will come naturally, that support will come naturally because you've 
established your relationships with your professors or, you know, with people around the 
area because of your time at UT.  Like then that support organically grows.  Um, so I 
think that would be the only expectation is just to kind of foster and grow relationships 
and those connections.  (Grace – Economics major from the Southwest). 
Um, I think it's still there if like I need it but I also feel like they might be willing 
to help the students more that are currently in campus than necessarily like me just 
because like I wouldn't be like an active student then.  And it's like they always wanna be, 
um, like open and accessible, to like the students so it's like if they're always putting their 
alumni first, I feel like they would lose that focus maybe. I don't know…I think that it's 
important to help like your past graduates and stuff because like they did invest all this 
money into like schooling here.  Um, but I also get that they-- like we aren't actively 
paying for, you know, the services anymore.  It's just like being able to go to the clinic 
and not pay anything.  (Hannah – Human Performance major from the Southeast). 
The second theme that emerged was participants expected to be communicated with as 
alumni, but they are unsure of how the institution plans to communicate with them since they 
believed they will no longer have access to their student email addresses.  They want to be kept 
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in the loop regarding institution news and updates, campus projects, ways to get involved, and 
anything relevant to alumni.  Participants expressed a preference for communication to happen 
through email or social media, without being bombarded like they were as students, as illustrated 
by Brittany, Danielle, and Emily.   
I mean any large UT news will be on LinkedIn probably and on the news-- the 
local news.  So I think I'd like to know about events that are applicable to alumni and that 
would probably be it.  Or like I guess I'd like to hear great UT successes.  Like UT 
student wins Nobel Peace Prize.  I'd like to know about that. I imagine they’re going to 
mail me some stuff which is a fine.  Um maybe like a like a monthly alumni newsletter 
that could be electronic. I would probably read that.  And then probably just some 
general communications.  I'll continue to follow them on LinkedIn and Facebook and all 
that and Instagram.  (Brittany – International Business major from the Mid-Atlantic). 
I guess email would be the best, but like I said, that and social media.  Even if it's 
like a picture and a link, like, I am more prone to click the link if I'm scrolling on my 
phone rather than getting a bunch of different emails filtered through from one place.  
(Danielle – Nursing major from the Northeast). 
I'll say following them on social media just to see updates.  If they send me emails, 
I'll look at them.  If they send me letters, I'll look at them.  Like whatever they send me, 
I'll look at it.  I don't know if it’s necessarily like always something that is gonna be 
appealing to me, but I’ll pay attention to it 'cause it's been something that was a part of 
my life forever.  I'm interested in everything about the campus.  Um, like campus life, 
what kind of students they are accepting like things like that, how many students--.  The 
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campus is growing, what changes they're making.  Like all things like that, I feel 
interested in.  (Emily – Education major from the Northeast). 
The majority of participants said they would be upset if they did not receive 
communication from the institution as alumni, but, again, they would not know who to contact 
for information or necessarily actively seek information if they were not directly contacted. 
Fiona, Jennifer, and Kayla’s comments illustrated their feelings about wanting to continue to 
hear from the institution.    
I think it would be rude just because they spent so much--, I spent so much time 
here and they spent so much time setting up different things for students, different 
resources for students.  I think it would be almost a waste if they didn't communicate with 
their alum, quite frankly.  I don't know necessarily if I would know who to reach out to or 
what to do.  I mean, I'm sure there's an alumni department, but I would reach out in my 
own way.  Like maybe come to events or do something with my organizations.  I don't 
know if I would necessarily know like a person to go to about it or what to do, but I'll 
kind of find my own way of reaching out I'd say.  (Fiona – Management major from the 
Mid-Atlantic). 
I'm assuming that there will be some sort of email sent out.  Um, outside of that, 
I'm sure that I could see it on our website if I really looked into it but I don't know if it's 
something I would like super look into.  Just because I don't know what it would like have 
to offer, I guess.  Like I don't know if they'll like help with like job connections or 
anything like that.  I'll be sad [if I never heard from UT after graduation].  Yeah, I don't 
know.  Like it-- I feel like you kind of mark growing up by like not being connected to the 
college anymore."  (Jennifer – Communications major from the Mid-Atlantic). 
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I will be so sad [if I never heard from UT after graduation]. [laughter].  Tell them 
that.  I will be so sad.  'Cause I just like, I feel like, you know, I spent four years of my life 
here and it’s a very developmental period of my life.  And if they just like, it actual-- will 
feel like a breakup like I don't want that.  I want to stay in touch with them, you know, it's 
same way you stay in touch with your high school.  (Kayla – Allied Health Medical 
Sciences major from the Northeast). 
Summary of Research Question One Findings 
 Research Question One had three sub-questions and one overarching macro theme was 
prevalent within each, which was the uncertainty and unawareness in terms of students’ 
perceptions regarding their role as alumni.  Other overarching macro themes across the data 
included a strong emphasis on connections to professors and staff mentors, and student 
organizations, achieving professional and financial success prior to engagement, and an 
expectation to be communicated with by the institution although uncertain regarding how they 
will be contacted.  RQ1 had other common sub-themes regarding their role as alumni, including 
having not thought about becoming alumni before, an expressed interest in learning more about 
the role of alumni, and ways they would like to be involved in the life of the institution as 
alumni.  Additionally, there were perceptions about differences in the short- and long-term 
regarding their role as alumni and the belief more opportunities existed for business-related 
majors and alumni. 
 To understand these findings, I examined the emergent themes within context of 
psychological contract theory, this study’s conceptual framework.  Given the overarching macro 
theme of uncertainty, students’ perceptions and expectations regarding life after graduation and 
their roles as alumni were limited.  While no breach of contract was directly identified given the 
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lack of perceptions and expectations regarding alumni life, students expressed a strong 
connection to professors and staff mentors, and their student organizations.  Those connections 
within the student experience are a construct related to their engagement as alumni, and would 
likely positively impact continued involvement with the institution because they provide alumni 
with a meaningful way to remain engaged.  Additionally, students demonstrated limited 
knowledge about ways to remain involved in the life of the institution as alumni, which allowed 
me to identify the process of the institution sharing information about the role as alumni 
throughout the student experience as another construct.  Since the institution wants students to 
remain engaged after graduation as alumni, explicitly sharing information about life after 
graduation would also positively influence alumni in their role and meet the expectations of both 
alumni and the institution.  
Research Question Two  
2. What do students expect will be their relationship with the institution as alumni?  
Interview questions related to Research Question Two (RQ2) explored student 
perceptions about their current and anticipated relationship with the institution, the alumni and 
the alumni association, ways alumni are involved with the institution, how alumni impact the 
student experience, where they think the institution fits into their life after graduation, and their 
anticipated relationship.  RQ2 key themes are presented and findings discussed simultaneously, 
followed by a comprehensive summary. 
Nearly all participants described their current relationship with the institution as positive, 
despite any challenges or issues they might have faced as students.  The quote bank below 
highlights the majority of students’ positive feelings regarding the institution.  
  123 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3 – RQ2 Findings Quote Bank 
Regarding their expected relationship as alumni, two themes were identified.  First, 
overlapping again with RQ1, there was uncertainty and unawareness among participants in how 
their relationship would look as alumni, mostly because they had a lack of knowledge about life 
as alumni as illustrated by Courtney, Danielle, Fiona, and Kayla.   
Um, I don't know.  [laughs].  I feel like I'll probably, you know, not have that 
same connection I had, or if I do go on campus or something, and I feel like disconnected 
like, "Oh, the memories."  But, um, I'm planning on staying in Tampa after I graduate.  
So, I mean, physically being there is, you know, I'm gonna maybe be more connected 
than somebody who's moving out of state after they graduate.  Um-- But yeah, I definitely 
feel like it's gonna change if I'm not actively in school, but I want to continue that 
I would say it's very 
positive. 
–Brittany 
 
Um, we're good.  
–Courtney 
 
 
I think I have a 
pretty strong one. 
–Danielle 
 
 
Um, I'm happy 
with it.  
–Emily 
 
 
I like love  UT. 
–Hannah 
 
I love it. I am 
in love with 
this school. 
–Isabella  
 
I think that 
it's overall 
positive.  
–Jennifer 
 
Um, I think it's 
a good one.  
–Kayla 
 
Um, good.  
–Grace 
 
 
Feelings about current relationship with the 
institution as graduating seniors  
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relationship if I continue in the master’s program eventually, hopefully.  (Courtney – 
Nursing major from the Northeast). 
I also don't know what to expect with that to be quite honest.  Um, I know what to 
expect in the terms of my sorority, just because we do a lot of alumni relationship type 
things.  Like we constantly have alumni coming back to participate in our events.  They 
have an alumni group chat.  Um, anyone who's local to Tampa, they filter in, in that like 
setting as well.  So there's different alumni things going on in there, which is a small 
subgroup of UT alum.  Um, so in terms of the overall UT experience, I have zero clue as 
to what to expect.  I hope I could still be involved in some way or another, but I don't 
know.  I don’t know what that will entail.  (Danielle – Nursing major from the Northeast). 
I don't know if it will.  Um, maybe I'll have more authority because they're gonna 
want my donation money.  [chuckles]  Um, maybe that's it but I still continue to have the 
opinions I do and, um, I don't know how necessarily involved that will make me want to 
be just because of the experiences I had.  Um, if I'm local, so, I'll definitely be able to 
come to events and anything that they do involving alum, but other than that, I think it's a 
probably a big, um, disadvantage on their behalf because maybe I would be more apt to 
donating or coming back for things if I felt like my voice was heard more.  (Fiona – 
Management major from the Mid-Atlantic). 
So like I'm worried for that because I feel like there's gonna be a lot of stuff [we 
will no longer have access to at UT].  Where at this point in my life or at like this time of 
the year and next year, I might need a lot of that stuff.  So I just hope that I don't run into 
the problem where I like start losing access to all this stuff, but I mean I don't know I 
guess.  I don't think it's gonna change.  I think the only difference is just that I'm not 
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gonna be here 24/7.  So it's just you know gonna fade a little bit, but I think it’s always be 
a good relationship and I think that my professors wouldn't mind if I reached out to them 
a year from now after I've graduated for help with something.  (Kayla – Allied Health 
Medical Sciences major from the Northeast). 
 Several participants also expressed uncertainty in terms of their relationship as alumni 
because of a lack of school spirit and interest in athletics.  Students associate representing the 
institution as alumni with attending athletics games (e.g., University of Florida football games) 
and wearing clothing, which caused them to be unsure how they would represent the institution 
as described by Jennifer.  
I think that it's [relationship with UT] overall positive.  Um, I'm not so much like 
enthusiastic about UT.  Like I'm not super like-like I don't like wear UT stuff.  I think that 
a lot of people don't.  Um, like I feel like it's positive and I like proud to tell people that I 
graduated here, but I'm not like-- I wouldn't like go to games and stuff if that makes 
sense.  Um, I feel like the lack of like sports at UT and then like I know that that's an 
issue that they're trying to make better.  Um, but just like sports games, which is, there's 
no like hype around it.  Um, no like tailgating or anything like that.  I feel like a lot of 
people also like just like kind of don't care.  So even if they were like to hype it up a little 
bit more, I don't know if it would work.  But-- I don't know.  It's more of like a like, "Ooh, 
look at my school."  Like posting about it in like Instagram and Facebook, but I wouldn't 
be like-like wearing like the shirt or like the hat and like going out and like rooting for 
like sports and stuff. S o it's more of like a- kind of like, "Look where I go" rather than 
like a- like, "Hurrah, UT" situation.  But I would still like recommend anybody to go with 
here. (Jennifer – Communications major from the Mid-Atlantic). 
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Additionally, participants based their expectations on “alumni role models,” or those 
people who they have observed remain engaged as alumni, not necessarily at the research 
institution, but parents, family, or friends with their respective alma maters.  The majority of 
participants shared they had limited interactions with alumni while students, aside from speaking 
engagements through classes or organizations which students did not consider to be a close 
connection or have a direct impact, and had not witnessed active alumni engagement in any of 
their other personal circles as discussed by Brittany, Courtney, and Grace.   
I guess I didn't think I should expect it [to hear anything about joining the alumni 
association].  Um I-- also my boyfriend graduated in December and I don't think he's 
heard anything having been graduated for 3 months so I don't know unless he just doesn't 
check his mail and things come in the mail.  I don't really know anything.  (Brittany – 
International Business major from the Mid-Atlantic). 
Um, I don't know because like my parents-- I-- Just going off of what my parents 
and their colleges, um, Oneonta- they went to, uh, in New York- they just get like phone 
calls [laughs] whoever from the school asking for money, so that's literally all I know 
about like-- and, you know, anything after you graduate is that the school will just call 
you and ask you for money.  [laughs]  Um, so I think--  That's just what I think just from 
experience.  It's not from UT specifically but just from you know my parents getting 
phone calls from their own college.  But, uh, maybe you guys do like, I don't know events 
or-- I don't know, I'm not really sure anything about it.  (Courtney – Nursing major from 
the Northeast). 
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Um, not much, to be quite honest.  I know a lot about alumni from, like, 
organization standpoints.  Uh, like, most of the people that I've talked to who have 
already graduated, they're very actively, um, participating, and, you know, they're either 
their sororities or their fraternities alumni sections, but as far as, like, UT.  Um, even 
from, like, my graduating friends simply, they don't really get involved.  So I would say, 
not much as far as overall hearing and promotion of it.  (Grace – Economics major from 
the Southwest). 
In contrast, Brittany and Grace expressed no expectations for maintaining their 
relationship with the institution, though this belief was not the majority. 
I think I'd like to [maintain my relationship with UT], I don't I honestly don't think 
I'm going to be like the queen of alumni relations or whatever but I do want to be 
involved in some way.  You know I do want to touch base with UT from time to time.  I do 
want to be able to you know have those opportunities to reconnect with alumni every now 
and then.  But if I heard nothing at all.  I wouldn’t be that devastated I’d probably just go 
on with my life.  (Brittany – International Business major from the Mid-Atlantic). 
I don't think I'd be heartbroken [if didn’t maintain relationship with UT].  Um, I 
don't know if that's the answer you wanna hear.  I wouldn't-- I wouldn't be heartbroken. 
So I mean, because I, uh, like it comes down to, um, like my personal choice.  Like, I will 
always stay connected to my professors.  Like that's something that I will do.  Um, I will 
go out of my way to like, try to, like get coffee with, you know, my past advisors or 
something like that.  Something that I'm going to actively be doing.  Um, so like UT as an 
institution never reaches out to me like, I will have been doing my part to stay involved 
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with the individuals I wanna stay involved with.  (Grace – Economics major from the 
Southwest). 
When asked about her perceived relationship with the institution, Ashley described her 
current relationship with the institution in terms of being a commuter student, which significantly 
impacted her involvement on and connection to campus in her years closest to graduation. 
I think it's changed drastically with me moving off campus.  Um in terms of how 
involved I am and just in general how much I see certain students.  I can like visualize 
that in terms of like what my relationship like I had was so much more in contact with 
people from my different organizations with mentors and organizations.  It was like being 
a freshman and sophomore and being on campus and not having to add that like 
commute per se or the fact that I had to like balance myself.  As a commuter student you 
balance your schedule so that you literally don't have to drive to campus as much.  So 
you immediately cut down on so much more opportunities to interact.  The thing is there's 
so many employers that just walk around UT’s campus on any given day and you’re like I 
don't even know who this person is…is it like a CEO on your campus?  And like cool it's 
amazing but you miss out on a lot of those opportunities to just like encounter and run 
into people and learn from other people.  And like you learn from just like randomly 
catching up with some people and people who are new leaders and some of those 
professionals as well.  Because I was able to take advantage of a lot more of that being 
on campus as a freshman than I am now as a senior.  (Ashley – Accounting major from 
the Midwest). 
 Moreover, Fiona described her current relationship with the institution as being average 
based on some of her negative experiences as a student.  
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I would say we're acquaintances.  [chuckles].  Um, I think that we both get what 
we need out of the relationship.  Um, they get my money, I get, um, education in return, 
um, but obviously, I think there-- with the barriers to communication, I think there are 
just some things that need to be worked out.  I just feel like at some points they don't hear 
me and in any good relationship if you're not communicating well, you-you can't improve 
that relationship.  So, um, I just think if they fix that or find some way.  I mean, I know 
there's a lot of students and that will be a big task but I think, um, if they were able to 
make our voices feel heard more, um, I think that then I would definitely have a better 
relationship with them.  I mean, again, I'm very thankful of-- for my education, I think it's 
still a great school.  But I think, um, if I wanted to have-- if I would rate like them five 
stars, it would have to be, "hey, you hear me and you respond to me."  Like, even if they 
don't make the changes, at least acknowledge that I have those concerns and show some 
sort of care and that they'll at least make note of it, work on it in the future, at least, like, 
those basic steps, I'd say.  (Fiona – Management major from the Mid-Atlantic). 
The second theme, overlapping with RQ1a, is there is an adjustment period after 
graduation in which alumni will be focused on finding success and focusing on their transition to 
working full-time or finding full-time work, which will cause them to be distanced from the 
institution.  Ashley, Isabella, and Jennifer’s comments illustrated the anticipated adjustment 
period following graduation and transitioning to life without school.  
I feel like alumni get involved on campus like five years after they graduate like 
they leave and they like depart and then they like literally like go hush sometimes because 
they're like trying to figure out who they are as a life.  Like they try to have enough 
experience to come back on campus to feel like you're a valuable asset.  And then they 
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like figure things out and then they try and be involved and be an alumni.  So you're not 
an alumni right away.  So you just like hide yourself and you just pretend that you don't 
exist from the School for like three years.  (Ashley – Accounting major from the 
Midwest). 
I don't know.  I'm scared.  Um-um, I feel like I'm so used to like having a flexible 
schedule and like being all over the place that it's gonna be weird to have like a formal 
job, um, life like 9:00 to 5:00 or whatever hours it is. Um, I feel like it would definitely be 
at the beginning.  I will find it more boring because I-I do like-- I like to go out a lot.  I 
like to stay active.  I'm very social.  I feel like the adjustment is gonna be lit-- a little bit 
hard and I'm gonna have, like, fear of missing out, at least while my good friends are still 
here.  Um, but I also feel like I'm gonna mature and I'm gonna, like, realize that, like, 
once I find a good job that I like, I would be like, "Okay," like I'm doing something that I 
love and it's what UT prepared me for."  (Isabella – Political Science major from 
Columbia). 
I have no idea.  [chuckles].  Hopefully, not too scary.  [laughter].  Um, I mean-- I 
had-- I have so little planned out, but life after graduation, I guess just getting a job and 
figuring things out for the next like five years.  And hopefully, settling down somewhere 
and not feeling like I'm going to be homeless and jobless for the rest of my life.  (Jennifer 
– Communications major from the Northeast). 
Nonetheless, the majority of participants expressed the positive impact the institution 
made on them in terms of their professional readiness, and shared they will proudly represent the 
institution in the workforce as alumni.  Ashley, Courtney, and Emily’s comments described the 
impact they felt the institution had made on them.   
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I just feel like a lot of the activities on campus like my involvement in them 
throughout college like that's what's morphed me so significantly and that’s the stuff I 
talk about on a daily basis now.  But like I'll immediately think back to like oh well I was 
like oh this organization like I learned it from this or this or like there's this organization 
that give me that.  So it's just like UT still exists within me and like through me because 
like they left a mark within me and they like helped build who I am and as who I'm going 
to be as a professional.  (Ashley – Accounting major from the Midwest). 
Um, I think it should be lifelong.  I think that connection you have to your school 
is nothing you can, um, nothing you can erase.  Like this is such a huge part of your life 
as, you know, your four year degree getting your bachelor's.  Um, so I think that lifelong 
connection would be great to have.  I just don't know, the, like, how much UT personally-
- or like UT maintains that.  I'm not sure because I don't know a lot of alumni but, um, I 
think as long as the communication is good, and they have ways of accessing us and—I 
mean, I was under the assumption that our emails got deleted, so I honestly don't know 
how they would keep in contact with me from moving or changing my phone number or 
anything like that, so--  (Courtney – Nursing major from the Northeast). 
Because of my experience there, I have opportunities that someone else might not. 
Um, so I think it will help me just on my path to success, just being a part of UT and 
being alumni.  Um, and because of my experience in my program, specifically too, I feel 
like that will really help me for my career.  Right, and it's just like um, foundation of 
skills I've learned at UT. I just feel like I grew a lot in college, and it just was a helpful 
place for me.  (Emily – Education major from the Northeast). 
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Again, as with RQ1, there was a difference in expectations for the short- and long-term, 
as well as the feeling that physical proximity to campus would positively impact their ability to 
maintain a relationship with the institution as alumni. 
Summary of Research Question Two Findings 
Research Question Two had two overarching macro themes, which included the students’ 
uncertainty and unawareness regarding their relationship with the institution and an anticipated 
adjustment period in the early years following graduation as they worked to achieve professional 
and financial success.  RQ2 had other common sub-themes regarding their relationship with the 
institution as alumni, including the lack of personal impact by alumni role models, positive 
impact of the institution on them as future professionals, how their relationship had changed as 
commuter students, as well as anticipated differences with their relationship in the short- and 
long-term and whether or not they stay local. 
As with RQ1, connecting the findings back to psychological contract theory, the data in 
RQ2 revealed the construct of sharing information specific to the alumni relationship.  Given that 
participants expressed uncertainty in terms of their relationship with the institution as alumni, 
again, the institution explicitly sharing information about their relationship would allow them to 
understand what to expect in terms of how to maintain their relationship after graduation.  
Additionally, the institution needs to be aware of how the participants’ relationships changed 
with the school once they became commuters, treating campus housing as a construct.  Living 
off campus dramatically impacted their activities on campus, thus causing their relationship to 
become a bit more distanced prior to graduation due to not being on campus as often or, 
ultimately, reducing their involvement.  Moreover, explicitly role modeling the alumni 
relationship throughout the student experience is an additional construct to establish expectations 
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for life as alumni, which would allow students to understand the possibilities of their relationship 
before graduating and automatically losing their connection by simply graduating.  
Research Question Three 
3. How do students describe their inclination to become actively engaged alumni? 
a. What would influence students’ decisions to give financially (support) to their 
alma mater as alumni? 
b. What would influence students’ decisions to give time (involvement) to their 
alma mater as alumni?  
c. What do students perceive to be their responsibility to their alma mater as 
alumni?  
Interview questions related to Research Question Three (RQ3) explored satisfaction and 
dissatisfaction with the student experience, perceptions about alumni giving, ways students 
expect to give back as alumni, and motivation for giving and getting involved as alumni.  Since 
RQ3 has three sub-questions and interview questions address more than one research question, 
key themes are presented by sub-question and findings discussed simultaneously, followed by a 
comprehensive summary. 
RQ3a Findings  
Overall, participants felt positively about giving financially to the institution and 
indicated a willingness to donate—not immediately after graduating, but in the future—as 
alumni.  Three themes emerged regarding students’ decisions to financially support their alma 
mater.  The first theme that emerged, overlapping with RQ1 and RQ2, was that participants had a 
general unawareness regarding alumni giving at the institution, which created a lack of 
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knowledge about their personal support as alumni.  However, participants indicated a willingness 
to give if they had more information about alumni giving, including who donates, how funds are 
used, and an understanding about their collective impact as donors.  Courtney, Danielle, Hannah, 
and Isabella illustrated the lack of knowledge regarding alumni giving at the institution.  
Well, I know we have a lot of donors.  All these buildings that we have.  Yeah, all 
the names.  I'm not sure how much alumni contribute to that.  Like, all of our stuff that we 
have here.  I'm not really sure.  Um, yeah, I really have only heard about donors and like 
that kind of thing.  (Courtney – Nursing major from the Northeast). 
I know that they donate.  I don't know necessarily where that money goes besides 
scholarships.  Um, I'm assuming that the people's names on the buildings donated those 
buildings, but I don't know.  I think a lot of people think that they go to the palm trees that 
are rumored to be $10,000 per palm tree.  Um, I don't think students have any perception 
of what actually goes on past student life.  So, meaning in terms of, like, any sort of 
academic or, um, like, the registrar or financial aid or things like that, like, I don't think 
students have a good grasp on that at all.  There's no information really given about it for 
us to know either.  (Danielle – Nursing major from the Northeast). 
They donate a lot of money to like a lot of important things like...Um, I think 
mainly like it's like building more like physical things, whether it's like helping contribute 
to like new buildings like the new gyms, um, or just like even like benches that are named 
after them like stuff like that.  Um, they're probably like--  Oh they have done like 
classrooms too.  'Cause like I have some classes in like Sykes and they have donated like 
computers and stuff in there.  Literally I feel like everything in UT is basically donated 
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which is funny because of how much money we pay to go there.  'Cause everything has a 
name on it, literally.  (Hannah – Human Performance major from the Southeast). 
I feel like it's always the same families here.  Um, and they feel like they--, you 
need to have a lot of money, like a lot.  I mean, if you have a lot of money to give away to 
like, just take this money, I'm like you have a lot of money [laughs], I mean I wish I 
would--I would like when I grow up or like am older, I'm in that position to say “oh, here 
take my money”-- [laughter] but if people love the school and love the city too.  Um, we 
do have the capabilities.  Yup. I mean if I could I'd totally do it.  (Isabella – Political 
Science major from Columbia). 
 Interestingly, while Isabella was positive about financially supporting her alma mater, she 
shared a counter-cultural perspective about philanthropy as an international student.  
I realized that people in the States value philanthropy a lot.  People like to give, 
um, back.  It's not like back home that we didn’t give, but it has to be something like 
really like big so-- like it has to be like near and dear to our hearts to like from my family 
to say like here they take my $100.  Like I-I wouldn't do it, you know, unless it was like 
something near-near to my heart.  I wouldn't be like, here take my $5 because like I know 
that's just not something we do like back home unless it's like something, um, big.  Like 
here, people love giving and they ask for so much money too.   
Like it's-it's so different.  How like, you can do like a Facebook fundraiser.  Like if 
I did a Facebook fundraiser, no one would donate.  I'd come back home no one would be 
like “oh, here”… yeah.  I don't know.  Maybe it's because there's more money here.  So 
there's more like economic resources.  Um, I don't know like that's just amazing to me 
how much people-- like they do those Facebook fundraisers and like they do fundraisers 
  136 
back home but like if like a tragic event.  Like, I know I a girl like she had an accident 
every one donated but, you know, it's like a girl from like a high school we knew.  Yeah. I 
mean, it was a tragic event but it was so amazing to me like how many people that even 
like, they didn't know her but like here you go.  Yeah, I feel in the States people like value 
like philanthropy a lot.  Like, I have grown to value it too.  (Isabella – Political Science 
major from Columbia). 
A second theme to emerge, similar to RQ1 and RQ2, was that participants indicated they 
would be inclined to give once they have achieved financial stability and success, which 
included paying off student loan debt and having financial and job security.  Emily and Grace 
discussed the importance of financial stability prior to financially supporting the institution.  
Um, and if I'm-- If I have the financial means to help that way I could do but as a 
teacher, probably not.  Maybe in the future.  Um, just as a student right now, I feel like 
time but maybe if I do have money to give, I would do that too.  I would um-- I would if I 
could.  I just feel like right now, I just work part-time, so I don't have money to give to the 
school.  [chuckles]  But like maybe in the future.  But definitely in time, I would definitely 
do just because I feel like I could talk really well about the program, and give good 
suggestions to other people, um, so I'd be happy to come and help them.  (Emily – 
Education major from the Northeast). 
I mean, considering I owe a substantial amount, and, like, $20.19 is probably, 
like, the interest I'm accruing a day on, like, my student loans.  Like, maybe once I pay 
those off, for sure.  But I mean, and the way that I see it, you know, it's like, I'm not 
technically still paying the university, but, you know, like, I'm still paying for the 
education.  And my frustration with the financial aid office in general. Until I pay off my 
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loans, like, I-- maybe that's probably not the best thing to say as, like, a prospective 
alumni, but yeah, no probably won’t be donating until at least I pay my student loans.  
(Grace – Economics major from the Southwest). 
Interestingly, nearly all participants who received scholarship assistance to attend the 
institution indicated they would be more inclined to give because they would want to “pay it 
forward” in terms of reciprocating what they received through the support of previous donors.  
Ashley, Grace, and Hannah described the impact of and their appreciation for receiving financial 
assistance. 
But like something amazing that UT does like the fact that UT gives so many 
scholarships and like people always think that UT is full of rich students.  But there's so 
much percentage of this university and every single person I run into almost every single 
day is on some sort of a scholarship and it's a hefty scholarship.  I do think that is a very 
vital part of who we are as a school too because we are able to provide that to students.  
I think it's just the awareness and then having that perspective.  I think that some people 
because I know a lot of people who don't have that perspective of like that money helps 
fund those scholarships of students and they constantly think that it's like oh I'm just 
building up another building, dorm or parking lot.  (Ashley – Accounting major from the 
Midwest). 
I mean the biggest thing is, I would say, giving for as far as donors go I would 
classify that as philanthropy.  I get a substantial amount of scholarships, but I mean 
without those people's like selflessness and giving, there’s no way I'd be able to go to 
school in general, especially not UT.  So I think like that has had like a fundamental 
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impact on, you know, me and being able to attend school.  (Grace – Economics major 
from the Southwest). 
Yeah, it's [scholarship support] definitely like helped like a lot, um.  That's--, I 
feel like see, I feel like that even though all the technology and like new buildings and 
stuff may be cool but if you're going to impact someone with like your money, I feel like 
that is one way to really help people like directly.  Um, because it's like if I didn't have 
those scholarships, UT wouldn't have been like an option for me, financially.  So it's like, 
yeah, these things on campus might be cool but if you can't get the people to your 
campus, what help does that do?  (Hannah – Human Performance major from the 
Southeast). 
The final theme that emerged was that students expressed an interest in being able to 
designate their donations to specific causes with connections to professors and staff, and an 
overall appreciation for the student experience, such as recognizing faculty for their dedication to 
students, establishing scholarship funds, and giving to special projects as opposed to general 
unrestricted donations.  Brittany, Courtney, and Hannah discussed their interest in designating 
their giving to specific projects of meaning.  
I don't know if you have the ability to donate to certain causes.  I think it would be 
cool like oh we are like maybe when they are building the entrepreneurs the 
entrepreneurship center like I think it would be really cool to reach out to all of the 
entrepreneurs that started local Tampa businesses and say hey we're building this 
incubator.  Do you want to donate to this cause?  I think it would be really cool if there's 
that kind of targeted like oh hey we're revamping the nursing program and we're adding 
a doctorate in nursing that you know is our first doctorate program.  Do you want to 
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donate to help us do this. I think I would like to do that if there was and you could kind of 
choose you know what things are applicable to you.  Um I think just kind of sending 
money into the abyss isn't very motivating.  But I would like to donate to specific causes.  
(Brittany – International Business major from the Mid-Atlantic).  
Yeah, I would-- I mean, if there was an option to give-- if um-- Specifically to my 
program, I really would love to do that because it was really helpful and a good 
experience for me.  Um, and I just think they put a lot of effort into making it a good 
experience for the students in it.  So they deserve it.  And I feel like you'll know where the 
money is going to more if it's a-- if it's a smaller organization you're donating to, rather 
than-- I mean, you might not know exactly when it's- your just donating to the University 
as a whole.  Like since I've heard so many people say that, that money just goes to 
making the campus look prettier and more palm trees and all that.  So that's why I feel 
like um, donating to a specific organization, you know closer where your money's going, 
or what it's going towards.  (Emily – Education major from the Northeast). 
I like think it would be, um, cool to like develop my own like scholarship fund 
because then I can really like control where the money goes to and then that might even 
be a way to like develop some sort of mentoring from that.  That's like with the recipients 
of the scholarships.  I just mean in regards to like, instead of my donations going into 
general pool for them to use for like whatever they want use, um, I'd be able to just be 
like, okay, I'm gonna donate this amount to this individual that's gonna go towards their 
tuition.  Because it's not even like at that point where you send it to like a person you 
send it directly to the school. It’d be a way like for it not to be used any other way. 
(Hannah – Human Performance major from the Southeast). 
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Also, Fiona discussed the importance of having an alumni voice, as a way of giving to 
enhance the student experience. 
I would like at some point to give some sort of financial donation.  Although I feel 
like I'd have more of an impact with my voice being heard and um, that realm, I feel like I 
would do better in rather than just money but I know at some point I'll probably donate. 
And, if I do donate, I feel like it would be more specifically tailored to something I will, I 
know when you donate you can put what you would like it to go to.  I probably wouldn’t 
put like more of general things.  It'd probably go more specific things that I think, um, 
influenced a lot of my college experience or affected my college experience a lot.  (Fiona 
– Management major from the Mid-Atlantic). 
RQ3b Findings 
As with RQ3a, participants felt positively about their willingness to stay involved with 
the institution as alumni.  Three central themes emerged regarding their inclination to remain 
involved with their alma mater.  However, one of the themes overlapped with RQ3a and that was 
the perceived ability for participants to give their time sooner than money because it would take 
time for them to become successful, as described in RQ3a.  Given the uncertainty about life after 
graduation and the transition into the workforce, students felt it would be easier for them to give 
their time before making financial gifts.  The majority of participants expressed the personal goal 
of being successful prior to becoming involved with the institution as alumni.  This concept of 
success has been prevalent throughout all of the research questions—influencing their 
relationship with the institution, their involvement, as well as their financial donations.   
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The second theme that emerged was that students indicated an intrinsic willingness to get 
involved to maintain their connection to UT, to both their professors and staff mentors, as well as 
student organizations—this theme of maintaining connections overlaps with RQ1a.  All 
participants expressed a personal belief that the value of their time would outweigh the value of 
simply making monetary donations because they valued the personal interactions they had as 
students, as well as the personal satisfaction of directly impacting future students’ experiences 
through the gift of time.  Comments from Fiona, Grace, Hannah, and Isabella further 
demonstrated participants’ perceptions regarding the heavily weighted value of time.   
I think for most people, I mean, I know for me it-it would make me feel, it would 
give me that feeling of giving back.  Um, you know, just like you do when you donate 
clothing or when you, um, give the homeless person a meal.  Like, just like general and 
human instinct of okay, I'm helping something rather than, you know, I'll pay for it or um, 
I'll just ignore the situation.  Generally, I think everyone is happy when they give back to 
others.  Sort of volunteer or do something with their time or resources.  So I have to say, 
yeah, I think, I think that's important in general.  (Fiona – Management major from the 
Mid-Atlantic). 
I think just like on-- an overall value level, for me, that time is far more valuable 
because you have the ability to do anything with your time.  Whether it is like developing 
relationships or experiencing something new and you don't have-- you never know how 
much time you have, but right now you know exactly how much money you have, you 
know, and I think that's kind of what makes time way more valuable is there is no way to 
measure how much time you have left.  I think just the biggest thing is just like time is, 
um, a very abstract idea and I think the way that you dedicate your time and what you put 
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your time towards really shows who you are and what you value, um, and I mean money 
is money.  You can--I mean money does make the world go round, but I think that it is 
just a thing, where time is life.  You know, 'cause like my professors have never given me 
any money but they have given me their time and that's what's impacted my future. 
(Grace – Economics major from the Southwest). 
I just feel like it's like more beneficial to like the college student than necessarily 
just giving them money.  It's just like when you see a homeless person and you should just 
like give them food rather than money because you don't know what they are going to use 
the money for and it's like you can't-- you can like have all the money in the world but 
you can't necessarily buy experience really like valuable like advice.  Um, I think it like 
just depend on like the situation that like I'm in at that time.  Um, I think that like I'll do 
that in like time.  Like still I'm more likely to give my time just because that like one on 
one connection is like different than someone's writing a check and like--.  Oh, and I 
know that if someone like gave me their time that I would put more value to that than 
buying computers and putting in like a lab. I think it will feel more valuable.  (Hannah – 
Human Performance major from the Southeast). 
But I feel like time is, like if you give time to your students, it's like more 
rewarding.  I feel like if you're helping-- Even-- I mean with money you're helping the 
university as a whole but me as a person I feel like if I can help even one student that's 
going to be enough for me.  If I can help like another struggling political science girl to 
like find a job or find an internship or like find like her away, I feel like that is more 
rewarding.  I mean like, um, yeah, like seeing your name the building is cool, but I feel 
like it says- it says more of you, but like- like when you do it like out of your time, like it's 
  143 
like you're doing it because it's something that like—I don’t know how to say this in 
English, um, like, because you want to like, because you don't care about like being 
recognized to just something that you feel like you're doing and you really wanna help.  I 
mean, I'm not saying that people who spend their money don't want to help.  Sometimes 
that's, I mean like if you have the capability like that’s easier than like giving time out of 
your busy day. (Isabella – Political Science major from Columbia). 
Furthermore, as with RQ1, their inclination to become involved would be impacted by 
whether or not they were local or not, as well as a personal motivation of actually getting 
involved or not.   
Lastly, some students indicated recognition would motivate them to become involved as 
shared by Brittany and Danielle.  A significant emphasis was placed on having faculty members 
personally reach out to invite them to participate as alumni with the institution, which reaffirmed 
the strong connection students felt to their professors and staff mentors.   
I would love to give back to UT in a lot of ways but I think that I have to have 
some proven credentials to give back probably.  You know I like to be a successful alumni 
to come back and get asked to speak to students.  Um I think I would I think I would 
probably donate money like small sums.  That wouldn't bother me.  I probably do that. 
But yeah I think that if UT ever asked me to do something as an alumni I think I'd be 
really excited to do it but I don't think I'd be asked to do something until I did something 
very great with my career which hopefully will happen someday but probably not very 
very soon.  (Brittany – International Business major from the Mid-Atlantic).  
Recognition, maybe doing, like, the most involved alum, or, like, specific little 
awards that keep you more, um, connected and feel appreciated because if I'm doing all 
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this stuff and I don't feel appreciated or important, I would feel, like, maybe, I wouldn't 
want to do it anymore just because, it's not-- I'm not getting anything out of it myself.  
Um, another incentive, um, I don't know. I think I would really just want like 
appreciation, some sort of, like, recognition, like, a thank you. I think thank yous go a 
long way. (Danielle – Nursing major from the Northeast). 
RQ3c Findings 
Overall, a single theme emerged regarding students’ perceptions about their 
responsibility to their alma mater.  All participants expressed an interest in making the student 
experience better for future students.  This belief was based on the fact they had positive 
experiences at the institution, and they would want to help make it better for others in any way 
they could.  Some of the ways students believed they could enhance the student experience is by 
being involved with the office of career services to post jobs, serves as mentors by offering 
advice to current students about their experience as both students and professionals, help faculty 
by speaking in class, and representing the institution in ways to strengthen its reputation.  
Brittany, Courtney, and Grace described participants’ inclination to help make the student 
experience better through active involvement as alumni.  
I think um I'm sure alumni give money that's fine.  But I also think it's great for 
alumni to gives support.  I think one day something like an alumni mentoring program 
could be really cool where students could you know ask to get an alumni mentor and 
maybe the alumni.  I don't know if you would pick older alumni or fresh alumni.  I don't 
know but I think that would be really cool where.  I think if I think if I was a junior and 
someone said hey do you want to mentor that we'll meet with you once a month.  You 
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guys will get coffee on campus or walk across the street to Oxford Exchange and you can 
build this relationship with someone that went through UT graduated is now in somewhat 
of an applicable field to what I want to do.  I would I would have signed up for that.  And 
as someone who's about to be an alumni I would do that.  I would totally meet with 
students.  That could be cool.  (Brittany – International Business major from the Mid-
Atlantic).  
Um, I wouldn't mind doing that [giving money] if I had the means to do it.  So- 
Um, because I've just had a good experience, and if I can-- if that money can go towards 
making somebody else's experience better, then why not?  You know.  Um, if it went to the 
nursing lab, like doing something with that, sure.  Um, if it went to, you know, 
classrooms, or it went to faculty, you know, their, um, you know, their pay, I would 
totally, I don't know.  Something that where it would be directed towards, you know, 
improving somebody else's experience, I would do that, yeah.  (Courtney – Nursing major 
from the Northeast). 
I would say the biggest thing is just like understanding their impact and I think 
that comes down to kind of that last question is understanding, um, the impact that you 
can have.  Doing even the simplest things.  Whether that's, you know, presenting in a 
class or sending an email to, you know, a student about a potential internship 
opportunity.  I think alumni understanding how much of an impact that can have on kids 
or how positive that is both for the university and for, you know, I think that reflects too 
on yourself.  Um, I think it makes you feel good knowing that you can help people. I think 
that would be the biggest both benefit and incentive is, you know, just to understand that 
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you're having an impact on actual people's lives after graduation.  (Grace – Economics 
major from the Southwest). 
Summary of Research Question Three Findings 
Research Question Three had several overarching macro themes with two common 
across all three research questions, which was a general unawareness regarding alumni giving 
and involvement and the inclination to give and get involved once alumni achieve professional 
and financial success.  Other macro overarching sub-themes included a stronger willingness to 
give if received scholarship assistance and specific information regarding the impact of giving, if 
given the ability to designate gifts, as well as if they have an intrinsic willingness to maintain 
their connection to their professors and staff mentors, and student organizations.  Students also 
felt their responsibility to their alma mater was to help make the student experience better for 
future students.  RQ3 had other common sub-themes regarding their inclination to become 
actively engaged alumni, including physical proximity to campus and recognition/appreciation 
by faculty and the institution for their engagement. 
In alignment with psychological contract theory, RQ3 revealed three constructs related to 
student expectations and perceptions regarding their giving and involvement as alumni.  As with 
both RQ1 and RQ2, the construct of sharing information with students to educate them about 
alumni giving and engagement, the importance of financially supporting the institution, as well 
as who donates, how funds are used, and an understanding about the collective impact.  Again, 
the construct of faculty and staff relationships is critical as participants expressed an interest in 
making financial donations and giving time in order to maintain relationships and to thank their 
professors and staff mentors.  
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Research Question Four 
4. To what extent do perceptions and expectations for alumni life differ between 
actively involved students and those who are not involved? 
Unfortunately, I was unable to answer Research Question Four (RQ4) due to having zero 
participants meeting the inclusion criteria of not having participated in any campus activities 
complete the online profile questionnaire.  USF’s IRB approved my amendment to remove this 
group from the study due to the lack of response.  Though I did not have any participants 
meeting this criteria, it does allow one to draw some conclusions.  Previous research had 
determined that those students who are most involved and satisfied with their experience are 
more likely to become actively involved alumni (Johnson & Eckel, 1998).  While the 11 
participants’ varied in terms of their campus involvement, the majority of them were extremely 
involved on campus at some points in their academic career.  They positively described their 
campus involvements and connections to professors and staff mentors with high regard, and felt 
the impacts of those activities and relationships would be lasting.  Those feelings are what 
motivated them to participate in my study, even though they were quite busy—they wanted to 
contribute and help make a difference.  Students who are not actively involved may not have 
those same connections or satisfaction, and therefore were not inclined to participate in my study 
nor will they likely be inclined to become engaged alumni.  Interestingly, students realize this 
about themselves and their experience, as described by Hannah: 
I think it's definitely people who were really involved in undergrad as well.  Um, 
people who have strong ties to the school, held some type of position, maybe like student 
government, or, um, maybe they had a job or were employed somewhere on campus, I 
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have to say that's probably a big one.  Um, maybe through a faculty that they worked 
with or professors that they had.  I feel like someone who wasn't as engaged or involved 
at UT at all, is less likely to come back and actually do things as an alum.  Um, just 
because if they didn't do it then I feel like why would they now?  Uh, so I feel like people 
who were definitely more involved in the campus activities and organizations are 
definitely more likely to come back.  (Hannah – Human Performance major from the 
Southeast).  
While it would have been interesting to interview students who were not actively involved on 
campus to see if they had other connections to the institution, I was not able to make a 
comparison between those actively involved students and those who are not at the time of 
completing this study. 
Summary  
This chapter presented the reasoning for decisions made during the data collection and 
analysis phases of this qualitative study, as well as presentation of the findings.  The study 
addressed four guiding research questions.  Central themes were discussed in relation to each 
research question with supporting excerpts from the interview transcripts provided as 
appropriate.  Overall, participants’ perceptions and expectations regarding their role and 
relationship as alumni is largely uncertain.  However, students had strong feelings regarding 
giving and getting involved as alumni—especially in terms of their preference of giving their 
time over money to the institution.  Further discussion of recommendations, implications for 
practice, and suggestions for future research are presented in Chapter Five.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Introduction  
 As colleges and universities across the country continue to become increasingly reliant on 
private donations to meet operating costs, cultivating relationships with alumni is more critical 
than ever before as they are poised to provide philanthropic support.  Just as students are 
prepared for life after graduation regarding career or graduate school plans, they must also be 
prepared for what it means to be alumni (Gardner et al., 1998).  For this reason, institutions need 
to educate their future alumni, while they are still students, about the importance of alumni 
generosity and how this tradition of giving has supported their very own education, and they too 
should one day plan to support their alma maters once they become alumni (Gardner et al., 
1998).  This final Chapter provides a summary of the study findings and important conclusions 
drawn from the data presented in Chapter Four, as well as a discussion of the implications for 
practice and recommendations for future research.  
Summary of the Study 
Purpose of the study.  This study was designed to better understand students’ 
perceptions regarding their future role as alumni, their expectations of the institution in 
facilitating the alumni role, and what they believe will be their relationship with the institution 
following graduation.  This qualitative study contributes to the conversation about alumni 
involvement and philanthropic support of higher education institutions.  It primarily addressed 
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how to increase each by better understanding the perceptions and expectations of future alumni 
to strengthen their affinity for the institution, while effectively providing them with services and 
benefits to meet their needs—thus, increasing their satisfaction with the alumni experience.  By 
understanding students’ perceptions about their anticipated relationship following graduation, 
institutions can best identify wherein the student experience to educate students about their role 
as alumni and understand what students expect when they become alumni.  All of this can be 
done before they transition to alumnihood to tailor services, benefits, and activities to effectively 
engage alumni in ways they want, meeting both the expectations of the institution and the greater 
alumni body.   
Research questions.  The following research questions guided this qualitative study: 
1. Research Question One (RQ1): What do students expect their roles to be as alumni?  
a. In what ways do students want to be included in the life of the institution as 
alumni?  
b. What opportunities for engagement do students expect the institution to 
provide them as alumni?  
c. What do students expect from the institution regarding supporting them in 
their roles as alumni?  
2. Research Question Two (RQ2): What do students expect will be their relationship 
with the institution as alumni?  
3. Research Question Three (RQ3): How do students describe their inclination to 
become actively engaged alumni? 
a. What would influence students’ decisions to give financially (support) to their 
alma mater as alumni? 
  151 
b. What would influence students’ decisions to give time (involvement) to their 
alma mater as alumni?  
c. What do students perceive to be their responsibility to their alma mater as 
alumni?  
4. Research Question Four (RQ4): To what extent do perceptions and expectations for 
alumni life differ between actively involved students and those who are not involved? 
Review of methods.  This qualitative interview study explored students’ perceptions 
about alumni engagement and their perceived relationship with the institution, as well as their 
expectations of the institution as alumni following graduation.  At the very foundation of in-
depth interviewing is an interest in understanding other people’s lived experience from their 
point of view, which was at the heart of this study (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015; Rubin & Rubin, 
2012; Seidman, 2013).  A total of 11 students participated fully in this study by completing the 
online participant profile questionnaire and the approximately 90-minute one-on-one interview, 
either in person or by Skype.  Every interview was audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim by a 
professional company.  All participants received a $10 Starbucks e-gift card upon completing the 
interview and subsequent transcript review for member-checking.  Once participants approved 
interview transcripts, I uploaded them into NVivo, this study’s selected qualitative data analysis 
software, for coding and analysis.  NVivo was an indispensable tool for the analysis process as I 
moved through coding cycles.  I exported my final codebook to identify categories and themes 
organized by each interview question, combining and condensing codes as I went through, and 
then compared across interview questions corresponding to each research question to identify 
overarching themes.  
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Major findings.  Findings for RQ1 revealed one overarching macro theme prevalent in 
each sub-question, which was the uncertainty and unawareness in terms of students’ perceptions 
regarding their role as alumni.  Other overarching macro themes across the data included a strong 
emphasis on maintaining connections to professors and staff mentors and student organizations, 
achieving professional and financial success before engagement, and an expectation to be 
communicated with by the institution although uncertain how they will be contacted.   
Findings for RQ2 indicated two overarching macro themes regarding participants’ 
perceptions regarding their relationship with the institution as alumni, which included the 
students’ uncertainty and unawareness about their relationship with the institution and an 
anticipated adjustment period in the early years following graduation as they worked to achieve 
professional and financial success.   
Findings for RQ3 had several overarching macro themes with two common across all 
three research questions, which was a general unawareness regarding alumni giving and 
involvement and the inclination to give and get involved once alumni achieve professional and 
financial success.  Other macro overarching sub-themes included a stronger willingness to give if 
they received scholarship assistance and specific information regarding the impact of giving, if 
given the ability to designate gifts, as well as if they have an intrinsic willingness to maintain 
their connection to their professors and staff mentors, and student organizations.   
Unfortunately, I was unable to answer RQ4 due to having zero participants meeting the 
inclusion criteria of not having participated in any campus activities complete the online profile 
questionnaire.  While it would have been interesting to interview students who were not actively 
involved on campus to see if they had other connections to the institution, I am not able to make 
a comparison between those actively involved students and those who are not at this time.  
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When examining the findings within the context of psychological contract theory, 
students expressed no steadfast expectations regarding alumni life.  Therefore, a psychological 
contract had not been established, and a breach of contract had not occurred due to the lack of 
awareness regarding alumni life after graduation.  However, participants expressed strong 
connections to professors and student organizations, expectations of diverse career service 
offerings (in terms of majors), preparedness for their career, and having a voice as both students 
and alumni—all of which impact their perceptions and relationship with the institution.  By 
explicitly sharing information with students about alumni life while they are still students, then 
the institution will create expectations among students, which it will have to meet, and students 
will have a better sense of how to stay engaged as alumni.  Additionally, they will have a clear 
expectation of their role as alumni and also what they should expect from the institution.  By not 
having expectations, students may lose their connection with the institution as alumni, negatively 
impacting their relationship with the institution and subsequently their willingness to give and 
get involved as alumni.  Below is a revised diagram depicting a possible psychological contract 
between a student and her institution, including the constructs affecting perceptions about alumni 
engagement.  The diagram reflects a lack of awareness about alumni life, with no expectations 
about life after graduation.  With the addition of information sharing from the institution, 
expectations can be established.   
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Figure 4 – Revised Student-Institution Psychological Contract 
Findings Related to the Literature  
 Because this is the first qualitative study to explore graduating seniors’ perceptions and 
expectations about alumni life, prior research was nonexistent for comparison.  However, 
students’ perceptions and expectations positively aligned with findings in previous research 
conducted from the alumni perspective following graduation.  As discussed in Chapter Two, the 
current literature identified several factors which influence financial contributions made by 
alumni, as summarized by Gaeir (2005), they include (p. 280): 
• Involvement in the institution as undergraduate students. 
• Involvement as alumni with their alma mater. 
• Institution tradition and prestige. 
• Economic success of individual alumni. 
• Emotional attachment and quality of relationships between alumni and their alma mater. 
• Academic success. 
• Overall satisfaction with the student experience. 
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Out of the seven items listed above, the findings of this qualitative study positively affirmed all 
of them, but from the student perspective instead of the alumni perspective.  Furthermore, the 
findings reiterated the importance of graduating from the institution where initially enrolled 
(Clotfelter, 2001) as all alumni attended the research site their entire time in college, strong 
faculty and staff relationships (Baker, 2004; Clotfelter, 2001; Hoyt, 2004; Monks, 2003; Morgan, 
2014; Ropp, 2014; Steeper, 2009; Sun et al., 2007; Sung & Yang, 2009; Truitt, 2013), and 
having received financial aid (McDearmon & Shirley, 2009; Monks, 2003).  Moreover, physical 
proximity to campus was perceived to influence anticipated alumni engagement (Bruggink & 
Suddiqui, 1995; Holmes, 2009), as well as feeling prepared for the professional workforce (Sun 
et al., 2007).  
 This study’s findings also validate research on millennial giving behavior as identified in 
the Millennial Impact Report (Achieve, 2013).  Specifically, participants in this study expressed 
an interest in making a direct and immediate impact through their giving by supporting 
opportunities for meaningful engagement.  Additionally, millennials are interested in being 
actively involved with organizations they care about, as described by participants.   
Unexpected Findings  
 Upon concluding the data analysis process for this study, three unexpected findings were 
revealed related to student expectations regarding their role and relationship with the institution. 
Specific to RQ1a, participants expressed a stronger connection to their professors, staff mentors, 
and student organizations more so than to the University as a whole.  Although the institution 
provided those connections and experiences, it was the personal relationships created that 
mattered more.  As I reflected on this finding, I realized it was not as “unexpected” as it was 
surprising.  Connecting back to the literature, it is well known that students who engaged in high 
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impact practices, including establishing strong relationships with faculty and staff, and actively 
engaging with peers outside of the classroom express greater personal satisfaction with the 
student experience.  Therefore, it makes sense that participants expressed a stronger affinity for 
the people rather than the institution, but it was surprising how blatantly they expressed their 
feelings—making it seem that their experience could have happened anywhere, as long as the 
people were the same.  Throughout the data collection and analysis process, I maintained a 
research journal in which I reflected on my personal assumptions as both an alumna and former 
employee at the research site.  In this instance, I realized through my writing, that I was hoping 
students felt more connected to the institution, but at the same time I felt similarly as an alumna 
so our conversations naturally revealed positive feelings toward relationships with faculty 
because we had rich conversation about their experiences, especially since I knew many of their 
professors.  Regarding RQ1c, while the majority of students were unaware of services and 
support available to them as alumni, some participants expressed the belief they had received all 
the tools, services, and resources they needed for professional success as students and they would 
not expect anything further from the institution in terms of support as alumni.  They felt their 
future was in their hands, and they were not planning to go back to the institution for assistance 
but would instead use the tools and connections developed during the student experience to build 
their career.  Similarly, with RQ2, two respondents shared they would not be upset or 
heartbroken if they did not maintain a relationship with the institution as alumni—again, this was 
the minority but unexpected given they both expressed satisfaction with the student experience.  
As a development professional, I found the findings regarding RQ1c and RQ2 unexpected 
because we work so hard to engage alumni and provide them with services and benefits, but they 
are both unaware of them and, possibly, uninterested in them.  In reviewing my research journal, 
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I could see where I probed more during conversations to encourage participants to share what 
they would want as alumni, sharing a bit about what the institution did provide in hopes they 
would have a reaction.  By mainlining a research journal, I was able to see where my personal 
experiences influenced my probing questions and subsequent conversation in an attempt to 
encourage participants to share information I thought to be aligned with institutional practices.  
This is extremely valuable insight to have for future studies to understand how my personal 
subjectivity directly impacts the data being collected.   
Conclusions 
 Implications for practice.  The findings of this study have myriad implications for 
practice among academic affairs, which includes faculty, student affairs, and the development 
office.  Though recommendations are divided between the three key departments/areas on 
campus, there is a need for a collaborative spirit to ensure success.  The implications have been 
listed by the group which would most likely take the lead on facilitating the effort, but clear, 
consistent, and regular communication across campus is required to implement successfully.  
Academic affairs.  Faculty and staff connections are critical to students, as well as  
keeping alumni engaged.  Participants repeatedly mentioned the importance of their relationships 
with faculty and staff mentors, and this means a great deal to them in terms of the engagement 
with the institution as alumni because they would be their first contact for asking questions, 
requesting letters of recommendation, and even through volunteering by coming back to speak to 
a class.  It is important that faculty and staff are included in the alumni engagement process, 
perhaps by inviting them to attend or host events locally and regionally, providing updates on 
their discipline, program, or research to alumni either in person or online.  There needs to be 
collaboration between faculty and staff and the development office to ensure they are sharing 
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which alumni they are personally engaging and in what ways, as well as providing feedback and 
suggestions on new or innovative ways to maintain connections.  In this instance, faculty and 
staff are more than educators—they are an extension of the development office by preserving 
and strengthening alumni relationships with the institution.  Also, participants mentioned they 
enjoy interacting with alumni faculty and staff, so it should be encouraged for those alumni 
employees to share their experience and continued connection to the institution proudly.  
Furthermore, with the input of the development office, the institution’s curriculum 
committee may want to create a module on alumni life to subtly include information about the 
role of alumni and the institution’s alumni association—specifically role modeling the many 
ways in which alumni continue to contribute to and participate in the life of the institution long 
after graduation, from near and far.  Additionally, information could be included in the first-year 
experience program to ignite excitement and pride in one day joining this vital group of alumni 
connected to the institution.  As some participants mentioned, they receive limited information 
about alumni life through senior seminar/capstone courses and student organizations, but they 
are not making the connection that these alumni are remaining involved with the school as 
alumni.  They see it as alumni providing support and sharing their experience, but faculty and 
staff need to be more explicit when including alumni in the student experience and highlight 
their alumni role.  
While not directly tied to the academic experience, it may be beneficial for faculty to 
educate students on how the institution works as a whole to give them an insider perspective.  As 
students, they do not have a clear understanding of how the school operates, how the 
departments work together, or what some of the processes are.  By sharing this information with 
them, it would allow them to feel more connected to the school and feel as though they have a 
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student voice, and subsequently an alumni voice.  Additionally, faculty and staff members need 
to be reminded that satisfaction with the student experience is the most significant predictor of 
alumni engagement, and they play a critical role in providing the student experience.  The 
potential benefit of alumni giving and involvement could directly impact their programs through 
the receipt of alumni support.  Faculty and staff should be involved in activities and events which 
strengthen relationships and connections with students, as well as alumni.  
 Student affairs.  The majority of participants expressed an affinity for the strong 
connections made while living in campus housing and the longevity and importance of those 
connections throughout their four years at the institution.  Living in campus housing afforded 
students opportunities to connect with peers, participate in numerous campus activities and 
organizations, as well as network with professionals who frequent the campus.  While not all 
students had positive experiences living on campus, it is essential to note that all participants 
expressed a decline in their campus involvement as they moved off campus because the 
dynamics of driving to campus changed their interactions and relationship with the institution.  
As we explored perceptions about life after graduation, participants already felt distanced from 
the school since they were not on campus every day and were transitioning into work-life 
through internships, clinicals, and full- or part-time work.  The institution needs to realize that 
the experience closest to graduation is already off-campus, which significantly impacts their 
expectations for continued involvement.  
 As with academic affairs, it is critical for staff members within the student affairs 
division to realize the importance and meaning of their connections with students before they 
become alumni.  Participants mentioned going to career services and their organizations to 
maintain connections and to get information once they become alumni, so employees must 
  160 
continue to maintain those connections and make alumni feel as though they are valued partners 
in the life of the institution though they are no longer students.  
 A great source of pride for participants was mentoring other students through 
organizations, residence life, and other campus activities, and this indicates that a formal alumni 
mentoring program may be of interest—both to provide students with connections to alumni, but 
to also continue to engage alumni in ways that mattered to them while they were students.  Of 
course, an alumni mentoring program would have to be coordinated with the office of 
development to ensure students are being paired up with alumni, and that alumni volunteers are 
being tracked.  Participants expressed interest in receiving help from alumni with career services, 
advice, and guidance, and creating the beginning of a professional network.  Again, this would 
help “role model” ways in which alumni continue to remain engaged with the institution, and an 
alumni mentoring program would allow for both local and regional engagement.  
 Participants expressed a strong affinity for the student organizations in which they were 
involved and the anticipation they would remain engaged with those groups as alumni.  Students 
are already working to engage alumni with their organization by including them in chapter 
meetings and events, such as Greek life recruitment and speaking engagements.  This indicates 
that the institution is not managing or tracking outreach to alumni, nor their engagement with 
student organizations.  This presents a significant opportunity to track alumni engagement 
formally, and likely increase engagement because alumni are already volunteering with student 
organizations as requested.  Formalizing this process would benefit both student affairs and the 
development office by knowing which alumni are continuing to remain involved with the 
institution by giving their time and resources to student groups.  
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 Philanthropy is a crucial component of the UT student experience, both through 
volunteering within the community and also by increasing student awareness of organizations 
providing services to the Tampa Bay area.  Given that participants expressed a strong belief in 
the importance of philanthropy and heavily valued giving their time, it would be worth exploring 
providing seniors, and including alumni, with the opportunity to do a philanthropic service 
project benefiting the institution that would have a lasting legacy.  A service project would allow 
students and alumni to give back to their community, increase awareness about the impact of 
UT’s service on the surrounding community, which might strengthen their connection to UT if 
they feel as though they are making a difference, regardless of within UT’s community or the 
greater Tampa community. This would also demonstrate to students the importance of their 
philanthropy, collective impact, and that the institution value’s their volunteerism—not 
necessarily one or the other in terms of a financial or time donation.  
 The development office.  First and foremost, alumni serve as partners, benefiting the 
institution, but at the same time, their support strengthens the value of their degree and 
connection with the institution by helping current students and fellow alumni.  They need to be 
educated on the importance of their role, and the institution’s dependence on their engagement 
while current students, and reinforced as alumni.  This education can occur throughout the entire 
student experience by highlighting active alumni involvement and support with the institution 
showing students that the entire UT community benefits from the support of others, and 
everyone is encouraged and expected to one day do the same in ways that are meaningful and 
realistic.  
 As described under the student affairs section, it is crucial that the alumni office keeps 
track of alumni engagement on campus with other areas (e.g., academic fraternities, social 
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sororities, Career Fairs, speaking in class, etc.)—those actively involved volunteers are going to 
be the institution’s donors when they are able because they are maintaining their connection with 
the institution and strengthening their relationship as alumni by volunteering their time and 
seeing the impact on students.  Professors and student organizations are interacting with alumni 
more than the alumni office realizes, and it would behoove the alumni office to formalize this 
process and partner in engaging with alumni.  By establishing open communication between the 
alumni office and other departments across campus, this will promote information sharing 
regarding how alumni are involved, allowing the alumni office to thank and recognize alumni for 
their support—celebrating their involvement with students.  As alumni are actively participating 
on campus, faculty and staff should explicitly share with students the importance of alumni 
engagement through the role modeling of the active alumni and the activities in which they 
engage (e.g., explain why is a group of alumni donors being hosted at the university president’s 
home).  By reinforcing the impact and appreciation of their involvement, this will strengthen 
relationships long term so that when alumni are asked for financial support, they already have a 
strong connection.   
Participants realized their relationships would change after graduation, and that is 
understandable and expected, but the institution needs to inform them sooner about the variety of 
opportunities available to them as alumni, so they graduate expecting to remain involved.  
Information about alumni life needs to be shared well before graduation because it will get lost 
near or after graduation as they focus on transitioning to the next stage in their lives.  Currently, 
they have no idea what to expect and if or how they will be communicated with, so after an 
extended period of time, they may not expect to hear from the school anymore.  Participants 
expressed the belief the onus is on UT to engage them, and they would not reach out if they 
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never heard anything from the institution because they would not know who to contact nor what 
is available to them.  The alumni office should specifically share with students what to expect 
about life after graduation in terms of services available and the timeframe, how they will be 
communicated withand the frequency, ways to stay involved locally and regionally, and 
emphasize the extreme importance and lifelong connection of the alumni body.  For example, 
students believed their email is discontinued after graduation, which has been the primary way 
they have been communicated with during their time at UT.  The alumni office needs to clearly 
provide information regarding maintaining their email addresses early in the process before 
graduation.  At the research site, students do not have expectations because the institution has not 
set them.  Because they do not know what is next or what to expect, this lack of information 
reduces students expectations because they do not expect to receive anything as alumni.  If the 
institution set expectations, then students would understand how to take up a more active alumni 
role and understand the ways they could and should be involved as alumni.  
Participants expressed the interest and willingness to be involved and stay  connected 
with the institution, but they do not know how.  The alumni office needs to clearly share with 
them the variety of ways to maintain their connection by  creating a guide to giving and 
involvement for new alumni, that might outline the ways to stay involved (e.g., volunteer 
opportunities, social and networking events), share an overview of giving programs (e.g., the 
difference between annual and major giving), and explain the importance of alumni giving with 
opportunities to designate to projects of meaning.  Additionally, it would be a service to the 
alumni body to dispel common myths about alumni giving, how funds are used, and insight into 
the institution’s strategic plan.  Furthermore, the office of development needs to ensure a 
sufficient tracking method for giving and involvement, and a well-developed strategy for follow-
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up, further engagement, and relationship building.  
 In terms of asking for donations, in the early years after graduation, perhaps consider not 
asking for money right away—this is contrary to what every institution does.  Instead, ask them 
for their time because they heavily weigh giving their time more than giving money, and they 
feel as though they can give more time sooner than money.  By engaging them through 
volunteerism, this will help keep them connected and show the institution understands where 
they are in terms of their financial stability.  Additionally, the development office should educate 
alumni on programs and projects that matter to them and get their buy-in through time in the 
early days after graduation and support through dollars when they are able by directly engaging 
them in projects of meaning, such as connected to their major, faculty, student organizations, and 
enhancing the student experience.  Alumni should be encouraged to give to projects that matter 
to them through the ability to designate gifts and have control over where their donations go 
while educating them on the impact of their gifts. 
 In terms of highlighting alumni success, the alumni office should strive to share 
information about alumni with varied backgrounds and experiences, while showing success in 
different ways and stages in life.  Given the perception that to be an engaged alumnus/a one has 
to be successful, this could be a deterrent to young alumni from thinking they have something to 
offer or consider getting involved.  A perception also exists that there is an emphasis on business 
majors and entrepreneurs in terms of speaking engagements to share experience, so the alumni 
office should make a concerted effort to illustrate alumni with different majors.  
As a way to “role model” alumni engagement and prepare current students for their role 
as alumni, the development office could include student organizations’ leadership in alumni 
activities, such as at board meetings or at networking events.  This could also include offering a 
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young alumnus/a seat on the alumni association’s board with different requirements.  
Participants expressed an interest in being involved in meaningful activities, and by including 
them in this way, they would see the impact of alumni engagement.  Again, by providing specific 
and intentional opportunities for students to connect with alumni before graduation, and helping 
them realize the significance, will continue to prepare and educate future alumni for their 
important role. 
 Recommendations for future research.  A plethora of possibilities exists for future 
research related to this qualitative study.  The inclusion criteria were limited to only students 
who actively participated in campus activities, planned to stay in Tampa, and were not 
immediately attending graduate school.  Future studies may include different sub-groups of 
students including comparisons across various campus organizations focusing on specific 
participation (e.g., Student Government and Diplomats) and Greek organizations—participants 
in this study were all in the same sorority, as well as NCAA Division II athletics participation.  
Additionally, an emphasis on academic experiences could provide opportunities for future 
studies by examining perceptions across majors (e.g., pre-professional versus liberal arts), 
participation in intensive academic research guided by a faculty member, and participation in a 
professional internship.  Personal characteristics of students could also be studied including 
gender, race and ethnicity, first-generation, international status, transfer, those from Florida or 
another US region, if they were full pay and did not receive financial assistance or if they 
received a significant amount of need-based aid (socioeconomic status), and, again, those 
students who were not actively involved while at the institution.  In terms of experiences while at 
UT, studies could investigate perceptions of students who lived in campus housing or never lived 
on campus, those who actively engaged with alumni through institution sanctioned events, those 
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students who obtained a graduate degree at UT after completing their undergraduate degree or 
those who only pursued their graduate work at UT.  Moreover, part-time, specialty, graduate, or 
evening program students who were excluded would provide opportunities for future studies and 
would be quite useful in understanding non-traditional or diverse groups of students’ perceptions 
and expectations.    
 Aside from changing the inclusion criteria of participants themselves, future studies could 
be conducted at different institution types, such as public or community colleges, liberal arts, and 
HBCU, with a varying student and alumni body size.  Additionally, studies could be completed 
as the research site’s peer institutions to see if perceptions and expectations among graduating 
seniors regarding alumni life are similar across institutions or specifically unique to UT.  
Moreover, institutions in different athletic divisions could be studied, specifically those with 
football programs since they tend to have strong school spirit and booster programs.  Also, 
institutions around the same age as the research site in this study, and also those significantly 
older, could be studied to see if the length of school history and established traditions has an 
impact on perceptions. 
 Other segments to study may include focusing on alumni perceptions including alumni 
two-years out, alumni employees working at the institution, alumni officers within the alumni 
association, alumni who did not graduate, and those who attended graduate school elsewhere 
following graduation and/or did not remain local.  Furthermore, members of the institution’s 
administration could be interviewed including the president, vice president for student affairs and 
dean of students, the provost, and the vice president of development of university relations, and 
repeating the study with a similar group at other peer or different institutions.  
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 Finally, this topic could be explored through further quantitative studies.  Several 
quantitative topics exist regarding alumni engagement and giving, but a study creating a survey 
instrument to measure the impact of alumni engagement on the student experience or comparing 
perceptions and expectations throughout the student experience as students are exposed to 
information about alumni life.  
 Limitations.  While the qualitative research in this study is real and useful to practice, 
there are some limitations.  This study included only 11 participants, focusing on individual 
responses, limiting generalizability to larger populations.  The research site may be interested in 
the findings of this study and, while indeed opportunities exist for future studies and 
transferability to other contexts and settings is possible, this one is just a small slice of the greater 
alumni experience.  It is a snapshot in time of the spring 2019 semester, and what graduating 
seniors anticipated at that point.  Additionally, this study was limited to students who were 
engaged as students and who have been successful at the research site as demonstrated by their 
upcoming graduation.  By doing a call for participants through email and requiring interested 
students to complete the online profile questionnaire, there was no control over the distribution 
of respondents.  Though not explicitly collected, all participants were female.  This is interesting 
because it is not entirely representative of the research site’s student body, which does have a 
high ratio of female to male students enrolled.  This uneven representation might indicate female 
students are more involved on campus given the higher number of female students, as well as 
there may be a difference in relationships created and connections to activities in which they 
participate that might influence their willingness to participate.  During our conversations, 
several participants mentioned they volunteered to participate because they wanted to help me 
complete my study and saw the benefit of participating to help future students.  If this study was 
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replicated, it would be beneficial to specifically identify the characteristics of the students, such 
as specifying male students and Student Government participation, in the recruitment emails to 
ensure students meeting the inclusion criteria are encouraged to respond.  Moreover, race and 
ethnicity demographics were not collected, which may have been a factor in participants’ 
responses but could not be considered in the findings due to a lack of concrete information.  
Concluding remarks.  This qualitative study revealed that graduating seniors’ 
perceptions and expectations regarding their role and relationship with their alma mater as 
alumni remain uncertain due to a lack of knowledge about alumni life.  Nonetheless, students 
shared positive feelings regarding giving and getting involved as alumni—especially in terms of 
their preference of giving their time over money to the institution.  As discussed in this chapter, 
while opportunities certainly exist for future studies, this one is just a small slice of the greater 
alumni experience.  It is a glimpse into the participants lived experience as during the spring 
2019 semester, and what graduating seniors’ perceived and expected about life after graduation 
then.  As the first qualitative study from the student perspective regarding their anticipated 
alumni role, relationship with the institution, and inclination to give and get involved, this study 
provides a salient starting point for determining how best to prepare future alumni for life after 
graduation.  
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Appendix A: Initial Recruitment Email 
 
To: All traditional day program senior level students identified by the Office of Institutional 
Research 
From: Jessica Burns Fugate  
Subject Line: Life After Graduation Research Study 
Attachment(s): Online Survey Consent Form 
 
Dear Students,  
 
I hope you are having a wonderful semester! I am writing today because I am a UT alumna and a 
doctoral candidate at the University of South Florida, and I am conducting a research study as 
part of my graduation requirements.  
In collaboration with Dr. Stephanie Russell Krebs, Vice President for Student Affairs and Dean 
of Students, UT has agreed to participate in my qualitative study. The study, "Life After 
Graduation: Current Seniors’ Perceptions of Alumni Engagement and Their Expectations 
of the Institution Once They Graduate" seeks to understand student perceptions about their 
role as alumni, how they believe they will be engaged with the University and what they expect 
from the institution as alumni. This study has been approved by the USF IRB #00035818. 
We hope the information gathered will be helpful in engagement efforts with alumni and will 
help us learn more about UT's relationship with its future alumni. You are being asked to take 
part in this study because you are a graduating senior. While there are no direct benefits to 
research subjects, the intent of this study may shape future practices in preparing current students 
for their important role as alumni!   
To participate in the study, you will complete a short online questionnaire that will take no more 
than two minutes.  Participants who complete the questionnaire will be contacted to schedule 
either an in-person or Skype interview, which may last up to 90 minutes. The interview will 
address the student experience, perceptions about alumni engagement, and expectations of the 
institution as alumni.   
Please know participation is entirely voluntary and confidential. Before participating in the 
interview, you will be asked to provide your consent to take part in the study. 
If you are interested in participating, read the attached informed consent document and 
complete the online questionnaire (link at the bottom of document).   
 
All participants who complete the online questionnaire, in-person or Skype interview, and 
subsequent interview transcript review will be compensated with a $10 Starbucks gift card.  
 
Thank you in advance for your consideration.   
  
Go Spartans! 
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Appendix B: Online Survey Consent 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
Informed Consent to Participate in Research  
Information to Consider Before Taking Part in this Research Study 
 
Pro # #00035818 
  
Researchers at the University of South Florida (USF) study many topics. To do this, we need the 
help of people who agree to take part in a research study. This form tells you about this research 
study. We are asking you to take part in a research study that is called:  Life After Graduation: 
Current Seniors’ Perceptions of Alumni Engagement and Their Expectations of the Institution 
Once They Graduate. The person who is in charge of this research study is Jessica Burns Fugate. 
This person is called the Principal Investigator. However, other research staff may be involved 
and can act on behalf of the person in charge. She is being guided in this research by Dr. Thomas 
Miller.   
 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this qualitative study is to better understand students’ perceptions regarding their 
future role as alumni, their expectations of the institution in facilitating the alumni role, and what 
they believe will be their relationship with the institution following graduation.  By 
understanding students’ perceptions about their anticipated relationship following graduation, 
institutions can best identify where in the student experience to educate students about their role 
as alumni and understand what students expect when they become alumni.  Data will be 
collected through semi-structured in-depth interviews organized by a collection of main 
questions, follow-up questions, and probes to keep interviews on target.  A target of 12 to 25 
participants will be interviewed one time, lasting up to 90 minutes.  
Why are you being asked to take part? 
You are being asked to take part in this research study because you are a graduating senior at the 
University of Tampa.  
 
Study Procedures 
If you take part in this study, you will be asked to:  
• Participate in a single interview, lasting up to 90-minutes, either in person at a mutually 
agreed upon location at the University of Tampa or by Skype online video conferencing.  
• Open-ended questions regarding your perceptions, experiences and opinions will be 
asked. There are no right or wrong answers.  
• All interviews conducted in-person or by Skype will be audio recorded. As a participant, 
you are given the option to agree to being recorded. All digital files will be assigned a 
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pseudonym and no identifiable information will be included in the recording to ensure 
anonymity when submitting files for automated transcription. Upon completing the 
transcription and analysis process the files will be deleted.  
• Provide your agreement with the transcript as transcribed or provide edits or comments 
within five days of receipt.  
 
Alternatives / Voluntary Participation / Withdrawal  
You have the alternative to choose not to participate in this research study.   
You should only take part in this study if you want to volunteer; you are free to participate in this 
research or withdraw at any time.  There will be no penalty or loss of benefits you are entitled to 
receive if you stop taking part in this study.  
 
Benefits and Risks 
You will receive no benefit(s) from this study.  
This research is considered to be minimal risk. 
 
Compensation  
You will be compensated with a Starbucks gift card valued at $10 if you complete all the 
scheduled study visits and review of transcripts. If you withdraw for any reason from the study 
before completion, you will not be compensated.   
 
Privacy and Confidentiality 
We will do our best to keep your records private and confidential.   We cannot guarantee 
absolute confidentiality.  Your personal information may be disclosed if required by law. It is 
possible, although unlikely, that unauthorized individuals could gain access to your responses 
because you are responding online.  
 
Certain people may need to see your study records. The only people who will be allowed to see 
these records are:  
• Jessica Burns Fugate, the Principal Investigator.  
• Dr. Thomas Miller, advising professor.  
• The University of South Florida Institutional Review Board (IRB).  
 
It is possible, although unlikely, that unauthorized individuals could gain access to your 
responses.  Confidentiality will be maintained to the degree permitted by the technology used.  
No guarantees can be made regarding the interception of data sent via the Internet.  However, 
your participation in this online survey involves risks similar to a person’s everyday use of the 
Internet.   
 
Contact Information 
If you have any questions about your rights as a research participant, please contact the USF IRB 
at (813) 974-5638 or contact by email at RSCH-IRB@usf.edu. If you have questions regarding 
the research, please contact Jessica Burns Fugate. 
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We may publish what we learn from this study. If we do, we will not let anyone know your 
name. We will not publish anything else that would let people know who you are. You can print 
a copy of this consent form for your records.  
I freely give my consent to take part in this study.  I understand that by proceeding with this 
survey that I am agreeing to take part in research and I am 18 years of age or older. 
You may complete the participant profile by clicking the link below:  
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/utResearchStudy 
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Appendix C: Participant Profile Questionnaire 
 
1. Full Name (text box) 
2. Email address (text box) 
3. Cell phone number (text box) 
4. Where are you from? Please include city and state or country if applicable (text box) 
5. Current GPA (text box) 
6. Major (text box) 
7. Do you live in campus housing? (multiple choice: yes or no) 
8. Has anyone else in your family attended UT? (multiple choice: yes or no) 
9. Are you involved in Greek Life? (multiple choice: yes or no) 
10. If you are involved in Greek Life, please indicate which organization. If you are not 
involved in Greek Life, select Not Applicable (drop down) 
11. Are you involved in other campus activities aside from Greek Life? (multiple choice: 
yes or no) 
12. Please list all campus activities in which you are involved such as student 
government, campus employment, Diplomats, etc.? If none, then enter N/A. (text 
box) 
13. Do you plan to stay in the Tampa Bay area following graduation? (multiple choice: 
yes or no) 
14. Do you plan to attend graduate school immediately following graduation? (multiple 
choice: yes or no)  
15. Do you give your permission to be contacted by Jessica Burns Fugate regarding your 
participation in this study? (multiple choice: yes or no) 
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Appendix D: Reminder Recruitment Email 
 
To: All traditional day program senior level students who have only attended UT as identified by 
the Office of Institutional Research 
From: Jessica Burns Fugate 
Subject Line: [Final] Reminder – Life After Graduation Research Study 
Attachment(s): Original Email and Online Survey Consent Form  
 
Dear Students,  
 
This is a [final] reminder for graduating seniors to participate in a qualitative research study," 
Life After Graduation: Current Seniors’ Perceptions of Alumni Engagement and Their 
Expectations of the Institution Once They Graduate." The study seeks to understand student 
perceptions about their role as alumni, how they believe they will be engaged with the University 
and what they expect from the institution as alumni. Attached is the original email that was sent 
out. This study has been approved by the USF IRB #00035818. 
Please know participation is entirely voluntary and confidential. Before participating in the 
interview, you will be asked to provide your consent to take part in the study. 
If you are interested in participating, read the attached informed consent document and 
complete the online demographic questionnaire (link at the bottom of document).   
 
All participants who complete the questionnaire, in-person or Skype interview, and subsequent 
interview transcript review will be compensated with a $10 Starbucks gift card.  
   
Thank you for your consideration. 
  
Go Spartans! 
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Appendix E: Profile Confirmation Acknowledgement Email 
 
Hi First Name, 
 
Thank you for completing the online participant profile. I received an overwhelming response, 
and I can't thank you enough for your interest in participating in my study! 
 
Due to the tremendous response, I will not likely get to interview everyone. I am going to begin 
scheduling interviews in small batches of participants and work through the group until I hit the 
point where I hear repetitive themes. I will keep you posted on the progress of the study and 
when the interview period has concluded so that you are in the loop regarding the status.  
 
Again, I greatly appreciate your willingness to be interviewed. I'll be in touch to follow up soon! 
 
My best, 
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Appendix F: Participation Confirmation Email 
 
Dear First Name, 
 
Thank you so much for volunteering to participate in the qualitative study I am conducting to 
complete my doctoral studies at the University of South Florida. As a UT alumna and higher 
education professional, I am extremely interested in understanding the perceptions of graduating 
seniors to determine best practices in preparing students for their role as alumni.  
 
Your participating in the study is entirely voluntary and confidential. Please read the attached 
informed consent document for more information about the study and its purpose. We will 
review the informed consent document before beginning our interview.  
 
Please let me know some specific dates and times, or blocks of times, that work best for your 
schedule over the next few weeks. Also, you may select to complete your interview in-person or 
by Skype, whichever you prefer. If you select in-person, then we will determine a place to meet 
on campus. If you select Skype, then you must have a computer with a working web camera. Let 
me know which way you’d like to have our conversation.  
 
Once I receive your preferred interview time, I will send you a confirmation email. Additionally, 
I will text you two days before the interview as a reminder.  
 
My best, 
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Appendix G: Interview Details Confirmation Email 
 
Dear First Name, 
 
This email is to confirm our meeting on DAY, MONTH DATE, 2019 at TIME in ROOM 
LOCATION [or via SKYPE]. Please plan to meet with me for approximately an hour and a half 
to review the informed consent document and complete the interview. This time is an 
approximation.  
 
Please read the attached informed consent document for more information about the study and its 
purpose. We will review the informed consent document before beginning our interview. 
 
If you have any questions or need to reschedule, do not hesitate to contact me.  
 
Thank you for your willingness to participate in this study! I will be happy to share a copy of my 
final report if you would like.  
 
My best, 
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Appendix H: Informed Consent 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Informed Consent to Participate in Research Involving Minimal Risk  
 
Pro #00035818 
 
You are being asked to take part in a research study. Research studies include only people who 
choose to take part. This document is called an informed consent form. Please read this 
information carefully and take your time making your decision. Ask the researcher or study staff 
to discuss this consent form with you, please ask her to explain any words or information you do 
not clearly understand. The nature of the study, risks, inconveniences, discomforts, and other 
important information about the study are listed below. 
 
We are asking you to take part in a research study called:  
Life After Graduation: Current Seniors’ Perceptions of Alumni Engagement and Their 
Expectations of the Institution Once They Graduate 
The person who is in charge of this research study is Jessica Burns Fugate. This person is called 
the Principal Investigator. However, other research staff may be involved and can act on behalf 
of the person in charge. She is being guided in this research by Dr. Thomas Miller.   
 
The research will be conducted onsite at the University of Tampa or by Skype online video 
conferencing. 
 
 
Purpose of the study 
The purpose of this qualitative study is to better understand students’ perceptions regarding their 
future role as alumni, their expectations of the institution in facilitating the alumni role, and what 
they believe will be their relationship with the institution following graduation.  By 
understanding students’ perceptions about their anticipated relationship following graduation, 
institutions can best identify where in the student experience to educate students about their role 
as alumni and understand what students expect when they become alumni.  Data will be 
collected through semi-structured in-depth interviews organized by a collection of main 
questions, follow-up questions, and probes to keep interviews on target.  A target of 12 to 25 
participants will be interviewed one time, lasting up to 90 minutes.  
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Why are you being asked to take part? 
You are being asked to take part in this research study because you are a graduating senior at the 
University of Tampa.  
Study Procedures:  
If you take part in this study, you will be asked to:  
• Participate in a single interview, lasting up to 90-minutes, either in person at a mutually 
agreed upon location at the University of Tampa or by Skype online video conferencing.  
• Open-ended questions regarding your perceptions, experiences and opinions will be 
asked. There are no right or wrong answers.  
• All interviews conducted in-person or by Skype will be audio recorded. As a participant, 
you are given the option to agree to being recorded. All digital files will be assigned a 
pseudonym and no identifiable information will be included in the recording to ensure 
anonymity when submitting files for automated transcription. Upon completing the 
transcription and analysis process the files will be deleted.  
• Provide your agreement with the transcript as transcribed or provide edits or comments 
within five days of receipt.  
Total Number of Participants 
Up to 25 individuals will take part in this study at the University of Tampa.  
Alternatives / Voluntary Participation / Withdrawal 
You do not have to participate in this research study.  
You should only take part in this study if you want to volunteer. You should not feel that there is 
any pressure to take part in the study. You are free to participate in this research or withdraw at 
any time.  There will be no penalty or loss of benefits you are entitled to receive if you stop 
taking part in this study.  
Benefits 
You will receive no benefit(s) by participating in this research study. 
Risks or Discomfort 
This research is considered to be minimal risk. That means that the risks associated with this 
study are the same as what you face every day. There are no known additional risks to those who 
take part in this study. 
Compensation  
You will be compensated with a Starbucks gift card valued at $10 if you complete all the 
scheduled study visits and review of transcripts. If you withdraw for any reason from the study 
before completion, you will not be compensated.   
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Costs  
It will not cost you anything to take part in the study.  
Privacy and Confidentiality 
We will do our best to keep your records private and confidential. We cannot guarantee absolute 
confidentiality. Your personal information may be disclosed if required by law. Certain people 
may need to see your study records. These individuals include: 
• The research team, including the Principal Investigator, study coordinator, and all 
other research staff.   
• Certain government and university people who need to know more about the study, 
and individuals who provide oversight to ensure that we are doing the study in the 
right way.   
• Any agency of the federal, state, or local government that regulates this research 
including the Office for Human Research Protection (OHRP). 
• The USF Institutional Review Board (IRB) and related staff who have oversight 
responsibilities for this study, including staff in USF Research Integrity and 
Compliance. 
We may publish what we learn from this study.  If we do, we will not include your name.  We 
will not publish anything that would let people know who you are.   
You can get the answers to your questions, concerns, or complaints  
If you have any questions, concerns or complaints about this study, or experience an 
unanticipated problem, call Jessica Burns Fugate. 
If you have questions about your rights as a participant in this study, or have complaints, 
concerns or issues you want to discuss with someone outside the research, call the USF IRB at 
(813) 974-5638 or contact by email at RSCH-IRB@usf.edu.  
Consent to Take Part in this Research Study 
I freely give my consent to take part in this study. I understand that by signing this form I am 
agreeing to take part in research. I have received a copy of this form to take with me. 
 
_____________________________________________ _________________ 
Signature of Person Taking Part in Study Date 
 
_____________________________________________ 
Printed Name of Person Taking Part in Study 
Statement of Person Obtaining Informed Consent  
I have carefully explained to the person taking part in the study what he or she can expect from 
their participation. I confirm that this research subject speaks the language that was used to 
explain this research and is receiving an informed consent form in their primary language. This 
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research subject has provided legally effective informed consent.   
 
_______________________________________________________________ ____________ 
Signature of Person obtaining Informed Consent                      Date 
 
_______________________________________________________________        
Printed Name of Person Obtaining Informed Consent  
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Appendix I: Transcript Review Email  
 
Dear First Name, 
 
Thank you for completing your interview with me. I cannot thank you enough for sharing your 
invaluable insight and feedback with me. Your comments will contribute significantly to the 
outcome of my study.  
 
Attached is the transcript of our conversation for your review—it’s long! Please review the 
transcript for accuracy within five working days and let me know if you approve as is, or with 
edits.  If I do not hear from you within five working days, then I will assume you have no edits 
and are in agreement with the transcript.    
 
Within 24-hours of completing the final review of the transcript and any required edits, I will 
email you a $10 Starbucks gift card to thank you for your participation. For consistency, it will 
be sent to this email address. Please let me know once you receive it! 
 
Again, thank you so much for your valuable contribution to this study and congratulations on 
your upcoming graduation.  
 
Sincerely, 
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Appendix J: Participation Complete Email 
 
Dear First Name, 
 
Thank you so much for volunteering to participate in the qualitative study I am conducting to 
complete my doctoral studies at the University of South Florida. At this time, the target number 
of interview participants has been satisfied and I will not be interviewing any additional students.  
 
Based on your interest in participating in this study, I encourage you to reach out to Jay 
Hardwick, director of alumni and parent relations, to discuss ways you may want to get involved 
with UT or services you would like to receive after graduation. You can contact him at 
jhardwick@ut.edu.  
 
As a UT alumna, please let me know if I can ever be of assistance. Congratulations on your 
upcoming graduation! 
 
Sincerely, 
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Appendix K: Interview Protocol 
 
1. Introduce myself and explain the purpose of the study.  
2. Review Informed Consent and confirm agreement to participate.  
3. Disclose length of the interview.  
4. Purpose of using the interview and treatment of information. 
5. Confirm agreement to record the interview.  
 
Thank you again for agreeing to participate in my qualitative study, “Life After 
Graduation: Current Seniors’ Perceptions of Alumni Engagement and Their 
Expectations of the Institution Once They Graduate."  I am a doctoral candidate at the 
University of South Florida and, in order to complete my degree, I am required to 
complete a research study.  As an alumna of the University of Tampa and a higher 
education professional, I am interested in learning more about student perceptions 
regarding alumni engagement so that we may understand ways to engage our future 
alumni in meaningful ways, both as students and once they graduate.  I plan to interview 
approximately 12 to 25 graduating seniors.   
 
I greatly appreciate your time today—especially in the middle of what I’m sure has been 
a busy semester for you!  Before we begin, let’s review the Informed Consent Form.  
Have you had a chance to review it?  
 
• If yes:  
o Do you have any questions for me about the Informed Consent Form? 
(Answer any questions) 
o If you agree to participate today, please go ahead and sign the Informed 
Consent Form. We cannot continue without a signed copy.  
• If no:  
o Please take a moment and review the Informed Consent Form.  
o Do you have any questions for me about the Informed Consent Form? 
(Answer any questions) 
o If you agree to participate today, please go ahead and sign the Informed 
Consent Form. We cannot continue without a signed copy.  
 
The length of the interview will depend on your answers and how much you would like 
to share, but I believe it will take about 90 minutes for us to complete our conversation.  I 
would like you to feel comfortable sharing your thoughts and feelings.  There are no right 
or wrong answers.  With your permission, I will be recording our conversation to ensure 
accuracy so that I can actively listen to your comments and follow up as appropriate.  
Everything you say will remain confidential—meaning that only I will have access to 
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your comments—and your identity will never be revealed to anyone or within the study.  
Do I have your permission to record our conversation? 
 
(Agrees.) 
 
Excellent! I have prepared approximately 15 interview questions—please feel free to 
share as much as you are able.  If at any point you would prefer not to answer a question, 
please let me know, and we will move to the next question.  Let’s get started.  
 
(Begin recording.)  
Interview 
Questions 
Research 
Question(s) 
1. Tell me about yourself. Rapport 
2. What are some of your favorite memories/experiences 
during your time at UT? 
3 
3. What three things are you, as a senior, most satisfied with at 
UT?  
3 
4. What three complaints do you, as a senior, have as you 
prepare to graduate? 
3 
5. How would you describe your current relationship with 
UT? How do you think it will change once you become an 
alumna/us? 
2 
6. What do you know about UT’s alumni and the alumni 
association? Where do you receive your information about 
alumni life?  
1, 2 
7. In what ways do you think alumni are involved with the 
institution after graduation?  
1, 2 
8. How have alumni had an impact on your experience?  1, 2  
9. What do you expect to be your role as an alumna/us? 1 
10. What opportunities for engagement do you expect UT to 
provide to you as an alumna/us? 
1 
11. What do you expect from UT regarding supporting you as 
an alumna/us (e.g. activities, benefits, services, etc.)?  
1 
12. Describe how you think life after graduation will be? Where 
does UT fit in?  
2 
13. In what ways do you think you will give back to UT as an 
alumna/us? Why?  
3 
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14. What is your perception of alumni giving? How likely are 
you to donate as an alumna/us? Why?  
3 
15. What are the two biggest benefits or incentives for recent 
graduates to become involved as alumni?  
3 
16. What impact has philanthropy had on your experience?    3 
17. Do you have anything you want to add that we have not 
discussed?  
 
 
This concludes our interview.  Thank you so much for participating.  It should take a few days to 
transcribe the interview and I will email you a copy to review to ensure that I have accurately 
captured your thoughts.   
 
To summarize, the key points that stand out from what you have said today include… 
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Appendix L: Research Journal Excerpt (Edited) 
 
Ashley—Pilot Study 
She agreed to serve as my pilot study because she had a particular interest in my topic. She was 
very agreeable for coordinating our time throughout the process. She originally suggested we 
meet in the Starbucks on campus, which is two stories with private meeting space. That worried 
me, even though it is Spring Break and a Friday night, so I suggested we meet in the COB and 
scope out an empty classroom. We immediately found a room and it was quiet, comfortable, and 
perfect.  
 
Right before we began, I got nervous! And, I think that affected the beginning of our 
conversation…not badly, but just slightly. I was a bit fidgety and wasn’t sure what to do with my 
hands and pencil or eyes after reviewing points from my interview protocol. I explained that we 
were going to go through the process as written and then I’d like her feedback at the end.  
It was a bit overwhelming at first because I was trying to attentively listen to her respond, while 
jotting notes on follow up items, while reviewing the interview protocol so as not to jump ahead 
and ask questions that I have prepared for later. I calmed down and we got into a good rhythm. I 
realized by not immediately asking a question, she would keep talking and some of her tangents 
were extremely helpful. She didn’t immediately have a response for one of the questions I asked, 
but as she had some time to process and recall, she shared some insightful details.  
 
Our cell phones were distractions. She kept getting texts and calls, so she’d look down and get 
distracted. She showed me how to set up a voice memo on my phone, which I used as a backup 
recording device. I was terrified neither my phone or the recorder were recording even though I 
checked them repeatedly early on, so that was a bit of a distraction.  
 
Also, I struggled remaining neutral. Not on anything controversial per se, but I naturally affirmed 
her comments. I don’t know if this is because of my nature or because I am an alumna and 
agreed with what she was saying. I don’t think this would negatively impact our conversation, 
but I need to be aware of this because it could hurt the conversation if I disagreed.  
 
Specific Reflections on Experience: 
1. Assumptions 
• I assumed that since she lived off campus she may not be as connected to the 
student experience, but many of her fondest memories and experiences involved 
living on campus and serving as an RA. She proved that the first-year experience 
and making connections early on are key for success throughout the rest of the 
experience, regardless of living on or off campus. She is an extremely well 
rounded student and very much willing to take charge of her own path with input 
from friends, alumni and faculty.  
 
2. Values, beliefs, life story, social/economic status 
• My experience as an alum and former employee at UT affected my follow up 
questions. Our conversation was one of exploring her perceptions and informing 
her about alumni engagement, but I found myself including information as a 
development professional (e.g., alumni giving percentage and rankings). As an 
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alumna, we quickly developed a rapport and established mutual connections 
through our own experiences.  
 
3. Emotional connection with the participant 
• This was a bit of challenge as an alumna and former employee. I wasn’t sure what 
I could or should share in regards to Ashley’s responses and I definitely didn’t 
want to make it about my experience instead of hers. This was a challenge 
because as she shared her responses, my mind wandered to my own experiences 
and things I wanted to share with her. I did share a few times, but only as 
affirmation or to connect our experiences. I was excited to talk to her so I did 
want to interject, but I didn’t want to interrupt her thoughts—she did pause as she 
thought about responses, so I was conscious of trying not to speak to fill the 
silence.  
• As I analyzed her comments, I may make assumptions about her experience based 
on what I know as an alumna and professional working in alumni engagement and 
fundraising. I knew there were some weaknesses in programming for soon to be 
alumni and Ashley’s comments supported what I believe to be true in terms of 
what is taking place and areas for improvement.  
 
4. Physical environment and logistics  
• The physical location for our interview was perfect because we were in a 
classroom in COB. We were able to sit next to each other comfortably. I pulled 
one of the seats out from in between us so we had space to spread out, but still be 
near each other. It was good, although we were next to each other and it would 
have been better to be facing each other, I think. Since it was a classroom, the 
lighting and temperature were perfect.  
• This location was perfect because there was no one else around, so we could talk 
at a normal volume and speak freely so as not to limit what she shared or what I 
asked. The quiet setting made for a clear recording.  
 
Summary of key points/themes: 
Include involvement fair information in first-year experience?  
She wishes professor office hours were more easily accessible because she knows alumni who 
come back to see professors on a whim, but they can’t find office hours. 
Board of Counselors – coffee with students. Alumni should get involved with BOC other alumni 
have demonstrated.  
 
No contact regarding alumni association—surprising. Would like to hear something about what’s 
next earlier in the spring semester, before spring break. Maybe around the time students register 
for graduation. Her business fraternity reached out to seniors and asked for contact information 
after graduation, memories and goals. They are all about staying connected as alumni.  
Look for ways to include alumni in the student experience. Fraternity always does a 
philanthropy/community service event – include alumni. 
 
Perception giving money is more important than giving time. Educate students on giving and 
scholarships.  
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Connections – UT will always be a part of who she is because of her experiences as a student  
Shared info about community awareness—thinks of philanthropy in terms of community service.  
 
Question updates: What do you expect to be your role as an alumna/us 1-3 years out and 5-7 
years out? What is it about UT that makes you want to help students when you become an 
alumna? (She really liked this question). Altruistic, influencers.  
 
Overview of key themes: want to hear about alumni path—where they were in college and how 
they got to where they are today, be involved as a mentor and career services as alumni, 
improving the experience for current students. Co-curricular transcript availability--for record 
keeping and memories. Alumni hide from UT for the first few years after graduation trying to 
figure out who they are now and establishing success to be able to represent themselves well.  
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Appendix M: Transcript Excerpt (Edited) 
 
JF: Okay. And how-how do you think alums go about getting involved and kind of plugged in 
on campus? 
 
FM: I think it's definitely people who were really involved in undergrad as well. Um, people 
who have strong ties to the school, held some type of position, maybe like student government, 
or, um, maybe they had a job or were employed somewhere on campus, I have to say that's 
probably a big one. Um, maybe through a faculty that they worked with or professors that they 
had. Those are all the ones I can think of. 
 
JF: So do you think having those relationships and experiences as students, kind of transition, 
uh, into the alumni experience and some alums continue playing that leadership role, kind of? 
 
FM: Yeah, I would say so. I feel like someone who wasn't as engaged or involved at UT at all, is 
less likely to come back and actually do things as an alum. Um, just because if they didn't do it 
then I feel like why would they now? Uh, so I feel like people who were definitely more 
involved in the campus activities and organizations are definitely more likely to come back. 
 
JF: Um, how have alumni had an impact on your experience? 
 
FM: I would have to say the biggest impact is probably with different events that have been 
held. I don't- I can't point out which people are alum but I know a lot of the professors, um, tend 
to be alum or, uh, faculty tend to be alum. Uh, people like I have I've had to work with in OSLE 
are sometimes alum. Um, and then I have to say within my organizations is probably a big one. 
Alum come and visit or they'll come to a chapter one night or, um, they'll help out with 
recruitment or host a, like for my business fraternity, they'll host like, uh, a session for our 
recruitment and do like a networking event or how to build a resume or, um, talk about what 
they've learned in life, in their company, and do like a motivational speech or something along 
those lines. So I'd say that's probably the only interactions, yeah. 
 
JF: And how does it make you feel when your faculty member or staff member is an alum? 
 
FM: It feels like they know what we go through or how- well, our experience or have an 
understanding of how UT works as a whole, uh, rather than just, "Okay, I'm the professor and 
these are all the students that are just enrolled here." They have some sort of understanding of 
what you have to do in your undergrad, or maybe they went for their masters, um--. So I think it 
gives them maybe more of an advantage in being able to understand students. 
 
JF: Mm-hmm. And do you think there's a benefit to having alumni involved on campus and in 
your organizations? 
 
FM: Oh, 100%. Uh, I know of organization wise, it shows that it's not just for four years, that it's 
actually for a lifetime and I think that's a much bigger impact on people maybe wanting to join 
the organization or even the general members at that point. Um, it almost allows them to paint a 
picture for their future and decide if they wanna be involved as an alum or not. 
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JF: So when do you think- when does it cross- come into your mind about being an alum? 
 
FM: Didn't really hit me until senior year. I mean, I knew it was coming. I would think about, 
uh, what type of job I wanna have and where I wanna live as a younger person, but I would never 
think about, "Oh, I will be an alumni." I wasn't- that wasn't in my mind. So I think now it's kind 
of setting in, with graduation being less than two months away now. Um, I think it's starting to 
really set in for not just me, but I think a lot of people that we're gonna be alum. 
 
JF: Mm-hmm. So when do you think in your experience, you'd wanna start hearing about what it 
means to be an alum and kind of the ways to stay engaged after graduation? 
 
FM: I think now would be very helpful. It's obviously a crazy time in everyone's schedule, but I 
think if they wait till alum are graduated it's too late. We're kind of over it at that point and done. 
So I think it would be more beneficial to start reaching out-out sooner rather than later. Even 
your first semester sophomore year--no. [laughs] Even your first semester senior year could be 
helpful. 
 
JF: Okay. So what do you expect to be, um, your role as an alum? So maybe in the short term 
and then in the long term? So then, maybe a few years out and then several, 5 to 10 maybe. 
 
FM: I would like to be able to give back regardless of a timeline. Um, eventually, I mean UT did 
provide me great scholarships and I knew the only way, well some of the way they get those 
scholarships is from donation. So, um, I would imagine more of long term 10, 15 years, 
hopefully I'm at that point, my goal is to pay off all my loans before I actually donate to the 
school. [laughs] So, um, I would like to have more of that.  
 
But, um, I also as an alum feel like maybe my voice would be heard better because I'm older, 
which really does make sense. Um, if you're creating a school for the students, [laughs] but I 
think maybe my voice be able to be heard and maybe I could, uh, get some of those initiatives 
that I wanted as an undergrad done or at least know the people who I should be talking to about 
it. Um, just so that some change can be implemented. 
 
I mean, I think change is natural so it will happen regardless even if I probably intervene or not, 
but I think that if they see that alum care that they should also know that students care too. So I 
would say, I don't really know necessarily short term. I know long term I'd be able to at least 
donate, uh, but short term I would, I know I would be able to like come to the actual campus. 
Long term, I don't think I'll live near here anymore at that point. Um, but I know for short term 
I'll at least be on campus so I can actually come to campus and participate in events or um, do 
something with my organizations as well. 
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Appendix N: First Cycle Analysis Guide 
 
Pseudonym 
 
Attribute Coding 
 Age Range:  
Home State:  
Current GPA:  
Major:  
Involvements:  
 
 
Original Transcript Thoughts/Comments 
During Review 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
[END OF TRANSCRIPT] 
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Appendix O: Research Site Contingent Approval 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
To: USF IRB 
From: Dr. Stephen Blessing, IRB 
Re: Jessica Burns’ Proposal  
Date: May 29, 2018 
 
Jessica Burns recently contacted us about a study she plans to conduct in conjunction with her 
degree at USF. She intends to use participants here at the University of Tampa. She will be 
allowed to do so, contingent on your IRB’s approval of her study. 
 
If you have any questions, please contact me at sblessing@ut.edu. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
  
 
Dr. Stephen Blessing 
IRB Committee Chair 
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